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FOREWORD 



The challenge of sustainability is to create a new approach to social and economic 
development and global security which integrates concerns for short term economic 
gain with concerns for future generations, cultural and biological diversity, and 
social well-being. The precise meaning and balance between these concerns is 
debated. Some argue that sustainable development requires only improvements in 
ecoefficiency and freer global markets. Others argue for a profound shift in 
worldviews in which the intrinsic worth of nature and the spiritual meaning of life 
should guide development. 

The academy has always played a major role in the theoretical debates and 
practical experimentation concerning the best route to the good life for all. Higher 
education is vested by society with the mission of discerning truth, imparting 
knowledge, skills and values and preparing responsible citizens and competent 
workers who will contribute to an improving world. While colleges and universities 
increasingly serve the globalizing market economy, they are also increasingly 
sources of innovation in sustainability. 

Definitions of sustainability or sustainable development are contested, but most 
agree they involve recalibrating economic and social policies and practices to 
support economy, ecology, and equity. A university's approach to sustainability will 
vary widely depending on its cultural and political context and the level of students 
it serves. Some emphasize technical greening of operations. Some are more 
philosophical in orientation, debating the meaning of sustainability and, at times, 
redesigning curricula. While the challenges and approach to sustainability vary 
widely from institution to institution, there are some fundamental commitments that 
must be achieved for an institution to be on the path to sustainability, however it is 
defined. First, a commitment to sustainability is central to the academic functions of 
the university, thus featured in statements of the mission and purpose, in all 
academic disciplines as well as in general and professional education requirements 
in research, and in the hiring, tenure and promotion of faculty. Second, the 
institution seeks to reduce its "ecological footprint" through sustainable practices 
and policies. Third, sustainability committees, audits, and celebrations are visibly 
present. Fourth, the institution is engaged in outreach and forming partnerships 
locally and globally to enhance sustainability. 

There has been considerable progress in higher education institutions and in 
many disciplines, such as engineering and architecture, to introduce green design 
and ecoefficiency - reducing costs and environmental damage through energy 
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conservation, recycling and other green practices. But reorienting general and 
specialized education toward sustainability has proven more difficult. 

The major problem for higher education is that it is almost impossible to create a 
sustainable university in an unsustainable society. David Orr describes our plight as 
walking north on a southbound train. The train of economic globalization is 
barreling south. We, the advocates of sustainability in higher education, are taking 
significant steps to create a more humane, just and sustainable path for globalization. 
But as we walk north, we are still passengers of this accelerating train moving in the 
opposite direction (Orr, 2003). We urgently need to educate and motivate 
professionals, citizens, present and future leaders to change course toward a more 
sustainable future. 

A major opportunity to strengthen our capacity and motivation to do this is 
provided by the United Nations' Decade of Education for Sustainable Development 
(DESD), 2005-2014. Education for sustainable development was a priority of the 
Earth Summit in Rio in 1992. Recognizing that too little had been done to 
implement this priority, the World Summit for Sustainable Development 
recommended, at the urging of the Japanese and other governments, that a DESD be 
adopted by the General Assembly. It was adopted in December of 2002. 

UNESCO, in its role as task manager for this Decade, states in its Framework for 
a Draft International Implementation Scheme : 

Education for sustainable development has come to be seen as a process of learning 
how to make decisions that consider the long-term future of the economy, ecology and 
equity of all communities. ...This represents a new vision of education, a vision that 
helps people of all ages better understand the world in which they live, addressing the 
complexity and interconnectedness of problems such as poverty, wasteful consumption, 
environmental degradation, urban decay, population grown, health, conflict and the 
violation of human rights that threaten our future. The vision of education emphasizes a 
holistic, interdisciplinary approach to developing the knowledge and skills needed for a 
sustainable future as well as changes in values, behavior, and lifestyles (UNESCO, 

2003). 

Many international partnerships and alliances have formed to strengthen the 
contribution of higher education to this new vision of education and to this Decade. 
The World Summit on Sustainable Development formally recognized a range of 
partnerships that were critical to articulating the agenda for sustainable development 
and promoting it through education at all levels. The Earth Charter was recognized 
for providing an integrated ethical agenda for framing the central principles of 
sustainable development. The Global Higher Education for Sustainability 
Partnership (GHESP) was launched at the UNESCO conference in Johannesburg. 
The Ubuntu Declaration brought together, for the first time, science, technology and 
education for sustainable development. These and other initiatives are collaborating 
to develop resources to assist colleges and universities in making sustainability 
central to their mission and functioning. This involves deep reflection on the nature 
of the educational and social transformation that is required to create a sustainable 
future, and practical examples of how institutions in diverse cultural settings have 
successfully reoriented their teaching and research, outreach, and operations to 
embody their own forms of sustainability. 
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The chapters in this book provide many critical resources for this task, helping us 
explore what sustainability is and is not, and learn from living examples of 
institutional practice. Its unique contribution is the depth with which it explores the 
problematics, the promise, and the practice of higher education for sustainability. 
Clearly we need a fuller vision of what development is for, and how to educate all, 
to create just, equitable, and ecologically sound societies. This book provides both 
the inspiration and the insights to help us accomplish this great task. 

Richard M. Clugston 
Executive Director 

Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future 
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Sustainability is becoming an integral part of university life. Universities around the 
world are re-thinking their missions and are looking to restructure their courses, 
their research programs, and the way life on campus is organized. Over one 
thousand university presidents, provosts, and deans have signed one or more 
international declarations which seek to promote sustainability in higher education 
(i.e. the Talloires Declaration, The Kyoto Declaration of the International 
Association of Universities, The Swansea Declaration, and the COPERNICUS 
Charter of the European Association of Universities). Universities increasingly 
realize that their environmental impact is tremendous, not only in terms of the 
energy they use and the waste they generate, but perhaps first and foremost in the 
way they equip their graduates in dealing with sustainability issues in both their 
personal and professional lives. University administrators, curriculum developers, 
researchers, teachers, and students are looking for concrete ways to integrate 
sustainability that are consistent with the responsibility of higher education in 
today’s society. 

In this book, sustainability is critically explored as an outcome and a process of 
learning, but also as a catalyst for educational change and institutional innovation. 
Questions are raised about both the meaning of sustainability and institutional 
resistance to change. 

Scholars from a variety of established and emerging fields of education present 
their views on potential contributions to the development of sustainability in higher 
education. The chapter authors are leading practitioners, critics, and researchers who 
span several generations in their fields of education. They represent a variety of 
cultures, academic fields, and perspectives of sustainability. Taken together, the 
authors provide historical, philosophical, and pedagogical expertise related to 
environmental learning and organizational change in tertiary education. These 
multiple perspectives are integrated and complemented by a number of cases of 
colleges and universities from around the world that have re-designed critical 
dimensions of their institutions to deal with the challenges presented by the 
introduction of sustainability. Special attention is given to the issue of assessing 
progress toward integrating sustainability in higher education. 

The book has three parts. Part One: Problematics provides a rationale for the 
book, a history of sustainability initiatives in higher education, and raises critical 
issues with regard to the meaning of both “education" and “sustainability” within the 
context of diverging interests, norms, values, and epistemologies. 

In Part Two: Promise, scholars from a variety of "educations” present their 
views on learning about sustainability in a university setting. These include 
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environmental education, environmental justice, deep ecology, ecofeminism, 
transformative education, natural resource management, whole systems thinking, 
and enriched disciplinary education. 

In Part Three: Practice, these multiple perspectives are integrated and 
complemented by a number of institutional cases using a variety of methods. The 
cases are selected on the quality of the methodology, diversity of the institutions, 
and potential transferability towards other contexts. Part Three is introduced by a 
review and critique of case study literature including an analysis of the efficacy of 
the various methodologies and a synthesis of the issues raised by the various cases. 
The book concludes with a web-based resource section that includes analytic 
profiles of initiatives that speak to the challenge of sustainability in higher education 
and contains resources for further learning, including web-site addresses, a 
bibliography, and profiles of key organizations worldwide. 
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PART ONE 
PROBLEMATICS 




CHAPTER 1 



THE PROBLEMATICS OF SUSTAINABILITY IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION: AN INTRODUCTION 

Peter Blaze Corcoran & Arjen E.J. Wals 



The higher education community is called to respond to times of disastrous 
anthropogenic environmental crises, failing political systems, religious intolerance, 
and unsustainable and inequitable economic development. The scope and range of 
the negative impacts of university-educated people on the natural systems that 
sustain Earth are unprecedented. 

Characterizing this crisis, leading environmental academic David Orr has written 
“the crisis of the biosphere is symptomatic of a prior crisis of mind, perception, and 
heart. It is not so much a problem in education, but a problem of education (Orr, 
1994).” Oit goes on to say: 

Education is not widely regarded as a problem, although the lack of it is. The 
conventional wisdom holds that all education is good, and the more of it one has, the 
better.... The truth is that without significant precautions, education can equip people 
merely to be more effective vandals of the Earth. (Orr, 1994, p. 5) 

Society has privileged institutions of higher education. We expect much of those 
on whom modernism has vouchsafed such a franchise. In an essay entitled “The 
Role of Higher Education in Achieving a Sustainable Society”, Tony Cortese writes: 

Higher education institutions bear a profound moral responsibility to increase the 
awareness, knowledge, skills and values needed to create a just and sustainable future. 

These institutions have the mandate and potential to develop the intellectual and 
conceptual framework for achieving this goal. They must play a strong role in 
education, research, policy development, information exchange and community 
outreach and support.... They have the unique freedom to develop new ideas, comment 
on society, and engage in bold experimentation, as well as contribute to the creation of 
new knowledge (Cortese, 1992, p. 5). 

Surely one of the aims of education must be to sustain the possibility of a good 
society of right living. Never has the opportunity to create the foundation for a 
sustainable future been greater. Higher education can play a pivotal role in turning 
society toward sustainability. We must rediscover and teach indigenous and ancient 
truths, generate new concepts and ways of thinking, and we must inspire students 
with a hopeful vision. The Secretary General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, has 
argued that “our biggest challenge in this new century is to take an idea that sounds 
abstract — sustainable development — and turn it into reality for all the world’s 
people" (UN, 2002). Certainly the principle of intergenerational responsibility is at 
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the heart of formal education. But how might the concept of sustainability be 
defined in terms of formal higher education? What is the challenge of sustainability 
for higher education? What is demanded of us by moral responsibility to rising 
generations? 

The assumption of human culture has been that the beauty and bounty of Earth 
would be transferred across generations, that the process of education would transfer 
the values, skills, and knowledge to survive and thrive in the cultural and natural 
systems of which we are a part. Universities have had, in the modern world, a 
pivotal position in defining education for this task. Yet certain core ideas embedded 
in disciplinary thinking and the practice of those ideas, are increasingly problematic. 
Hence, a challenge to higher education is to reconsider its disciplines, its 
institutional practices, and, indeed, its mission to account for economic and human 
development that is sustainable. 

To accept the notion of the importance of the concept of sustainability for higher 
education is to accept something that constitutes a problem. In Part One, the authors, 
taken together, articulate the problematics of sustainability as they relate to the field 
of higher education. 

The history of the concept, going back to its roots at the first United Nations 
meeting that concerned itself with the relationship between people and their social 
and natural environments, the Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment 
(1972) is outlined by Tarah Wright in Chapter 2. She relates sustainability 
declarations to the international development of environmental education through 
the Belgrade Charter (1975) and the Tbilisi Declaration (1977) and to the evolving 
development of sustainability in education through Chapter 36 of Agenda 21 from 
the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (1992). The 
emergence of the view that higher education has a moral obligation to both teach 
and model environmental sustainability and that universities are also obligated to the 
communities in which they reside is described. Her analysis of the evolution of 
sustainability declarations, she argues, helps us understand key priorities and paths. 
She writes: 

The identification of these themes and patterns furthers the understanding of what 
universities believe are the key priorities to become sustainable institutions, and what 
paths universities believe they should take on the journey to sustainability. 

Indeed the intellectual history of sustainability in higher education as articulated 
in these declarations provides the starting point discussing the problematics. 

Richard Bawden writes: 

The introduction of education for sustainability within the academy is not without its 
dilemmas however. Not the least of these is its role in furthering the divide between the 
understandings and professional discourse of the ‘expert’ and that of the ‘lay’ public 
with respect to differing perceptions about the nature of the problematique. ... 

In exploring this second path, a persuasive argument can be mounted in support of the 
need for there to be far greater ‘engagement’ between those in the academy and those in 
the citizenry, with the development of a systemic discourse appropriate to this ‘interface 
domain.’ An ethos of “sustainabilism’ will be an essential characteristic of this new 
inclusive discourse that will be focused on the search for democratic public judgment 
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and responsible communicative actions with respect to what it is that we should do 
next! 

In Chapter 3, he analyzes sustainability as emergence, as “sustainabilism,” and 
argues that through a scholarship of engagement and through critical scholarship of 
a praxis of collaboration between experts and citizens we can learn what ought to be 
done next in the quest for sustainability. 

In Chapter 4, lohn Huckle provides a critical focus on the act of education. He 
reminds us that however we might accommodate the many ways of knowing about 
and the many discourses on sustainability, we must use critical pedagogy that 
accommodates the terrible postmodern complexities faced by the young. He offers 
critical realism, a dialectical and materialist philosophy, and a framework to 
understand the structures and processes of the sciences of nature, and of politics. He 
applies critical realism to education and to mainstream environmentalism. This work 
helps us analyze the interests shaping different kinds of education for sustainability. 
In a larger sense by rejecting postmodern relativism it creates a possibility for 
defining critically “appropriate and morally” correct sustainability. Indeed, Huckle 
argues it “allows the construction of a new grand narrative of sustainability” that can 
lead us to such sustainability. 

Stephen Sterling reminds us in Chapter 5 that the nature of sustainability requires 
a fundamental change of epistemology, and therefore, of education. He writes: 

Sustainability is not just another issue to be added to an overcrowded curriculum, but a 
gateway to a different view of curriculum, of pedagogy, of organizational change, of 
policy and particularly of ethos. At the same time, the effect of patterns of 
unsustainability on our current and future prospects is so pressing that the response of 
higher education should not be predicated only on the ‘integration of sustainability’ into 
higher education, because this invites a limited, adaptive, response.... We need to see 
the relationship the other way around — that is, the necessary transformation of higher 
education towards the integrative and more whole state implied by a systemic view of 
sustainability in education and society. 

Using a systems perspective, he helps us to see the vast complexity of higher 
education and sustainability. He also helps us see how difficult a shift to the 
emergent ecological paradigm is in a failed system of higher education. A challenge 
for all of us in a higher education system that is part of the unsustainability problem 
is how we can address the problem from within by analyzing learning levels and 
learning responses. Sterling offers possibilities for deeper and transformative 
learning. 

Sterling helps us see how sustainable education might emerge since “the process 
of sustainable development or sustainable living is essentially one of learning, while 
the context of learning is essentially that of sustainability.” This is especially 
challenging at institutions; he uses Hawkesbury College and Schumacher College as 
examples of learning systems. These examples and Sterling’s elucidation of the 
dimensions of the change to the ecological education paradigm in higher education 
help us see the possibility of mutual coevolutionary transformation of both 
education and society toward sustainability. 

Finally in Part One, we look at how sustainability might be analyzed, assessed, 
and, even, measured across institutions. Michael Shriberg assumes that we lack clear 
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criteria for assessment tools. In Chapter 6, he says it is desirable and possible to 
address process, motivations, and outcomes. He analyzes ten existing assessment 
tools by what they include and by what they exclude. He derives new parameters for 
decreased consumption, centrality of sustainable education, cross functional 
integration, cross institutional integration, and incremental and systemic progress. 
Shriberg suggests various strengths and weaknesses of the assessment tools and 
suggests deeper dimensions that ought to be considered. 

As we enter the problematic terrain of higher education and sustainability, a 
context of diverging interests, norms, values, and epistemologies, emerges. The 
authors in Part One help us orient this terrain and provide a basis for further 
exploration. 
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CHAPTER 2 



THE EVOLUTION OF SUSTAINABILITY 
DECLARATIONS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Tarah Wright 



INTRODUCTION 

The notion of sustainability in higher education (SHE) was first introduced at an 
international level by the United Nations UNESCO-UNEP International 
Environmental Education Programme in 1978. Since then, a number of national and 
international declarations directly relating to environmental sustainability in higher 
education have been developed. These declarations have gained acceptance in the 
higher education community and have subsequently been endorsed and signed by 
numerous universities. The Talloires Declaration of 1990, for example, has over 275 
signatories (University Leaders for a Sustainable Future, 2002) and over 291 
educational institutions have endorsed the COPERNICUS Charter (CRE- 
COPERNICUS, 2002). How has sustainability been defined in these international 
declarations? How has the concept of sustainability in higher education evolved over 
the past 30 years? Such an understanding is essential to contextualizing present 
practices and beliefs in higher education. If we are to fully comprehend the current 
state of sustainability in higher education and how we might proceed in the future, 
we must first understand the evolution of sustainability declarations and how such 
declarations have helped higher education frame their commitment to sustainability 
in the past. 

This chapter will describe the evolution of environmental sustainability 
declarations in higher education from the 1970s to present, and examine the patterns 
and themes that emerge from these documents. The focus will be on major 
international declarations such as the Tbilisi, Talloires, Halifax, and Kyoto 
Declarations, the COPERNICUS Charter, and the most recently created Liineburg 
Declaration. The chapter will conclude with a discussion of the implications the 
emergent themes in sustainability declarations have for the future. 

A CHRONOLOGY OF SUSTAINABILITY DECLARATIONSFORMATTING 

INSTRUCTIONS 

Environmental sustainability declarations specifically developed for higher 
education are relatively new, emerging in the early 1990s. There are some key 
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international conferences, guidelines and directives, however, that paved the way for 
these declarations to come into being. The Stockholm Conference on the Human 
Environment in 1972, for example, discussed international sustainable development 
issues which had specific relevance to higher education. The Stockholm Declaration 
adopted at the conference discussed the interdependency between humans and the 
environment, the distribution of wealth, and the notion of intergenerational equity. 
Specifically related to educational institutions, the Stockholm Declaration called for 
environmental education for all people from grade school through adulthood so to 
"broaden the basis for enlightened opinions and responsible conduct by individuals, 
enterprises and communities in protecting and improving the environment in its full 
human dimension" (UNESCO, 1972, Principle 19). Also related to SHE declarations 
is the development of environmental education conferences and declarations. The 
Belgrade Charter (1975) and the Tbilisi Declaration (1977) for example, were both 
influential in the development of international environmental education and 
sustainability initiatives. The Tbilisi Declaration was the result of the 
UNESCO/UNEP Intergovernmental Conference on Environmental Education in 
1977. It stated that in order for people to develop a better understanding of the 
human-environment relationship, formal and non-formal environmental education 
opportunities should be made available to people of all ages and level of academic 
aptitude. In a statement regarding the role higher education could play in achieving 
environmental sustainability, the Declaration asked colleges and universities to 
consider environmental concerns within the framework of the general university: 

Universities, as centres for research, teaching and training of qualified personnel for the 
nation, must be increasingly available to undertake research concerning environmental 
education and to train experts in formal and non-formal education. Environmental 
education... is necessary for students in all fields, not only natural and technical 
sciences, but also social sciences and arts, because the relationship between nature, 
technology and society mark and determine the development of a society (UNESCO- 
UNEP, 1977, p. 33). 

Additionally, the Tbilisi Declaration asked universities to consider the development 
of environmental curricula, engage faculty and staff in the development of 
environmental awareness, provide specialist training, engage in international and 
regional co-operative projects, and inform and educate the public regarding 
environmental issues. As we shall see, all of these initiatives were echoed in the 
SHE declarations that began to emerge more than a decade later. 

The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development of 1992 also 
had a profound influence on the development of environmental sustainability 
declarations. This conference focused on issues of environmental sustainability and 
their application to various disciplines and fields. The publication of Agenda 21 was 
a direct result of the conference. Chapter 36 of Agenda 2 1 - Education, Awareness 
and Training, specifically addressed issues related to sustainability within 
educational institutions. Offering similar sentiments to the Tbilisi Declaration, 
Chapter 36 identified a worldwide lack of environmental literacy, and posited that 
formal and informal education was the solution to environmentally unsustainable 
behavior amongst humans. It called for reorienting education towards sustainable 
development, increasing public awareness of environmental issues and promoting 
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the training of educators in environmental issues. Section 36.1 offered tremendous 
support for the development of SHE declarations, stating that countries should assist 
universities and colleges in the development of plans to promote research and 
common teaching approaches to sustainable development. 

Evidence of a global understanding of environmental issues can be found in the 
increase of conferences and declarations related to the environment in the 1970s and 
1980s. Specific declarations related to sustainability within higher education, 
however, do not emerge until the early 1990 and continue through to the next 
millenium (Table 1). What provided the impetus for such declarations? Universities 
in the 1990s found themselves in a world of environmental concerns. Universities 
were looked upon by society as institutions that could seek knowledge and truth, and 
apply such knowledge in order to solve the complex problems of society 
(Brubacher, 1982). At the same time universities were being criticized for their 
inability to be models of sustainability both in greening their physical operations and 
in developing environmentally friendly curriculum (Bowers, 1997 Clugston, 1999; 
Orr, 1995). David Orr chastised universities stating that environmental degradation 
is not the work of ignorant people, “rather, it is largely the result of work by people 
with BA’s, B.Sc.’s, LLB’s, MBA’s and PhD’s” (Orr, 1992, p. 7). One reaction of 
colleges and universities to these criticisms was to create and sign international 
agreements and declarations related to sustainability in higher education (SHE). 

Table 1. International Sustainability in Higher Education Declarations. 



Year 


Declaration 


Country of Signatory 
Universities 


Number of Signatories 
(as of June 2002) 


1990 


Talloires Declaration 


International 


275 


1991 


Halifax Declaration 


Canada 


20 


1993 


Kyoto Declaration 


International 


n/a 1 


1993 


Swansea Declaration 


International 


n/a 2 


1994 


CRE COPERNICUS 
Charter 


Europe 


291 


1997 


Declaration of 
Thessaloniki 


International 


n/a 3 


2000 


Liineburg Declaration 


International 


n/a 4 



1 . Adopted at the Ninth International Association of Universities Round Table, however there are no 
individual signatories. 



2. Adopted at the Association of Commonwealth Universities Conference, however there are no 
individual signatories. 

3. Adopted at the UNESCO Conference on Environment and Society: Education and Public 
Awareness For Sustainability, however there are no individual signatories. 

4. Adopted at the Higher Education for Sustainability - Towards the World Summit on Sustainable 
Development Conference, but no individual signatories. 



The Talloires Declaration. The Talloires Declaration was the result of a 
conference held at the Tufts University European Centre in France in which twenty- 
two university presidents, vice-chancellors, and rectors met to discuss how higher 
education could contribute to an environmentally sustainable future. The conference 
asked participants to contemplate the role universities could play in working toward 
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an environmentally sustainable future, and what their individual universities could 
accomplish in working toward this goal. Participants agreed that "by practicing what 
it preaches, the university can both engage students in understanding the institutional 
metabolism of materials and activities, and have them actively participate to 
minimize pollution and waste" (ULSF, 1990). 

The result of the meeting was the development of the Talloires Declaration. This 
declaration was the first international document that focused specifically on 
sustainability in higher education and the first official statement given by university 
administrators of a commitment to environmental sustainability in academe. The 
declaration was signed by all participants at the meeting in France, with a promise 
that they would encourage their colleagues at other universities to sign the 
declaration as well. Since 1990, signatories to the Talloires Declaration have 
increased from 20 to over 275 signatories around the world (University Leaders for 
a Sustainable Future, 2002). 

The Halifax Declaration. In December 1991, the Conference on University 
Action for Sustainable Development was held in Halifax, Canada. Conference 
participants came from a wide range of university sectors, including university 
presidents, administrators, faculty, students, and representatives from all levels of 
government in Canada, non-governmental organizations, and the business 
community. The principal goal of the conference was to consider the role 
universities could play in improving the capacity of countries to address 
environment and development issues, and to discus the implications the Talloires 
Declaration had for Canadian Universities. The result was the Halifax Declaration. 
This Declaration echoed the sentiments of the Talloires Declaration, emphasizing 
the moral obligation of universities to environmental sustainability: 

Universities are entrusted with a major responsibility to help societies shape their 
present and future development policies and actions into the sustainable and equitable 
forms necessary for an environmentally secure and civilized world (Lester Pearson 
Institute for International Development, 1992). 

The Halifax Declaration gave a new dimension to SHE declarations in that it 
offered an Action Plan for signatory universities to follow. The Action Plan outlined 
short and long-term goals for universities to work toward and specific frameworks 
for action in order to become more sustainable institutions. The Action Plan 
emphasizes education and training, research and policy, increased recognition of 
inter-disciplinary work, and a pro-active approach by universities toward sustainable 
development. While the Action Plan was written to help the implementation of the 
Halifax Declaration, a recent implementation analysis found that many of the 
initiatives listed in the Action Plan were considered inappropriate or irrelevant by 
specific institutions, and therefore did little to help signatory universities (Wright, 
2002 ). 

The Kyoto Declaration. The Kyoto Declaration of 1993 differs from the Talloires 
and Halifax Declarations in that there are no formal signatory institutions. The 
Declaration was the result of discussions at the Ninth International Association of 
Universities Round Table in 1993 and was adopted by the 90 international university 
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leaders assembled there. The Declaration was also formally endorsed by the 
International Association of Universities in South Africa, August 2000. 

The Declaration challenged universities to promote environmental sustainability 
through both environmental education, and physical operations. The moral 
obligation of higher education to contribute to environmental sustainability that had 
been heard in other declarations, was reiterated in this document: 

Global sustainable development implies changes of existing value systems, a task which 
universities have an essential mission in, in order to create the necessary international 
consciousness and global sense of responsibility and solidarity (International 
Association of Universities, 1993, p. 4). 

Like the Halifax Declaration, the Kyoto Declaration offered an Action Plan for 
individual universities to follow. This Action Plan recognized that while the 
suggested initiatives might not be appropriate for each university, there were certain 
actions that universities should be encouraged to take including the development of 
ecological literacy programs, developing partnerships amongst universities as well 
as industry and government, engaging in public outreach initiatives, encouraging 
sustainable research, and the development of more sustainable physical operations 
within the university. 

The Swansea Declaration. At the same time that the Kyoto Declaration was 
being considered by the International Association of Universities, representatives 
from over 400 universities in 47 countries were discussing similar SHE issues at the 
Association of Commonwealth Universities' fifteenth Quinquennial Conference at 
the University of Wales. The theme of the conference was “People and the 
Environment - Preserving the Balance”. Inspired by the development of the Talloires 
and Halifax Declarations, and disappointed by the lack of university presence at the 
United Nations Conference on Environment in 1992, conference participants created 
the Swansea Declaration to add their voice “to those many others worldwide that are 
deeply concerned about the widespread degradation of the Earth's environment, 
about the pervasive influence of poverty on the process and the urgent need for 
sustainable practices” (UNESCO, 1993, p. 1). 

The Swansea Declaration repeated many of the tenets of past university 
sustainability declarations. However, it added an interesting dimension to the 
discussion of SHE in that it stressed equality amongst countries as an important 
factor in achieving sustainability worldwide. Recognizing that less developed 
countries may have more pressing priorities than environmental sustainability, the 
Swansea Declaration implored universities in richer countries to provide support for 
the evolution of SHE initiatives at less fortunate universities around the world. 

The CRE COPERNICUS Charter. The CRE COPERNICUS Charter for 
Sustainable Development was created by Co-operation Programme in Europe for 
Research on Nature and Industry through Coordinated University Studies 
(COPERNICUS) which was established by the Association of European 
Universities (CRE). The Charter was created as an effort to further the efforts of the 
Magna Charta of European Universities, Talloires Declaration, Agenda 21, and the 
Halifax Declaration, and to mobilize European institutions of higher education to 
further develop their understanding of sustainability within their institutions. The 
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Charter was presented to over 500 universities within 36 nations at the CRE 
biannual conference in Barcelona in 1993. By 1994, over 213 European rectors had 
personally signed the Charter. 

The Charter reiterated the desire for universities to become leaders in creating 
sustainable societies, and stressed the need for a new set of environmental values 
within the higher education community. The Charter highlights technology transfer, 
public outreach, environmental literacy programmes, developing environmental 
ethics amongst members of the university community, and encouraging partnerships 
as key elements to achieving SHE. 

The Thessaloniki Declaration. The Thessaloniki Declaration was a direct result 
of the UNESCO Conference on Environment and Society: Education and Public 
Awareness for Sustainability, in Greece 1997. This event was considered a follow- 
up to the Tbilisi conference 20 years earlier. Unlike the Tbilisi Declaration which 
focused on environmental education alone, the Thessaloniki broadened its scope to 
encompass all issues of sustainability within higher education. 

The declaration argued that the concept of environmental sustainability must be 
clearly linked with poverty, population, food security, democracy, human rights, 
peace and health and a respect for traditional cultural and ecological knowledge. In 
terms of institutions of higher education, the declaration affirmed that universities 
and colleges must address issues related to the environment and sustainable 
development and that universities must be reoriented towards a holistic approach to 
education. The Thessaloniki Declaration is similar to the Kyoto and Swansea 
Declarations, in that there are no formal individual signatory institutions. However, 
the declaration called for governments and leaders in education to honour the 
commitments they had already made in signing past declarations of environmental 
sustainability. 

Liineburg Declaration . The most recent SHE declaration was the result of the 
Higher Education for Sustainability - Towards the World Summit on Sustainable 
Development (Rio+10) Conference held in Liineburg, Germany in October 2001. 
This conference was considered a preparatory event in the higher education sector 
for the Rio+10 Summit in Johannesburg 2002. The conference focused on 
developing a clear SHE statement to present at the Rio+10 Conference that was 
representative of higher education stakeholders from both the global North and 
South. The Liineburg Declaration was drafted by members of the Global Higher 
Education for Sustainability Partnership (GHESP) before the conference, and 
finalized and adopted by the participants at the conference. The objective of the 
Declaration was to ensure that higher education was given priority in the 
international work programme to follow the Rio + 10 Summit. 

The Liineburg Declaration synthesizes the majority of declarations related to 
sustainability in higher education. It stresses the need to understand the 
interconnectedness of globalization, poverty alleviation, social justice, democracy, 
human rights, peace and environmental protection issues in relation to SHE. It is a 
unique declaration in that it recognizes the problems encountered with the 
implementation of sustainability declarations in the past and calls for the 
development of a “toolkit" for universities to use in order to translate their written 
commitment to sustainability to action. Further, it lists priorities for working toward 
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SHE in education institutions, NGOs, governments, and the United Nations. The 
declaration also calls for the empowerment of all people to work towards 
sustainability. The declaration does not ask for signatories, but promotes the 
endorsement and implementation of previous declarations. 

EMERGING THEMES IN SUSTAINABILITY DECLARATIONS 

An analysis of SHE declarations from the Talloires to Liineburg, reveals how 
declaration authors and declaration signatories frame the central task of becoming 
sustainable institutions. While each declaration is different depending on the context 
in which it was written. Table 2 shows key themes that emerge from the various 
sustainability declarations. There are two themes that are common to all 
declarations. First, each SHE declaration discusses the moral obligation of 
universities to become sustainable institutions. Second, all of the declarations 
discuss the need for public outreach activities. The development of ecologically 
literate staff, faculty and students is a popular theme, as is the development of 
partnerships with all levels of government, non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
and various industries. Surprisingly, the notion of developing more sustainable 
physical operations on the university campus does not seem to be a priority for the 
majority of the declarations. A closer look at these themes gives us a deeper 
understanding of the degree to which it is discussed in the SHE declarations. 

Table 2. Common principles of Sustainability in Higher Education Declarations*. 
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♦modified from Wright, 2002b 



Moral Obligation. Universities have been a significant part of society for many 
years and have served various purposes over time. Brubacher (1982) suggests two 
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philosophies underlying the functions of the modem university. The first is 
epistemological in nature, and states that the university’s purpose is to answer the 
great questions of human existence. According to this philosophy, universities seek 
only knowledge and truth. Alternatively, the political philosophy of education states 
that universities not only seek knowledge, but also apply knowledge in order to 
solve the complex problems of society. The university educates the citizenry, and 
prepares students for an active life and social responsibility in the world. Wilie 
(1997) relates the political philosophy of education to SHE stating that educational 
institutions are being challenged to take more responsibility for preparing graduates 
to deal with the environmental problems humanity faces: 

Colleges are being asked to prepare graduates with analytical and critical thinking skills, 
strong communication and technological skills, while at the same time preparing them 
for active participation in a rapidly changing environment with a commitment to 
maintaining the integrity of our global ecosystem (Wille, 1997, p. 331). 

The idea that universities are morally obligated to teach and become models of 
environmental sustainability is echoed in all of the SHE declarations. Perhaps the 
best illustration of this is from the CRE-COPERNICUS Charter: 

Universities and equivalent institutions of higher education train the coming generations 
of citizens and have expertise in all fields of research, both in technology as well as in 
the natural, human and social sciences. It is consequently their duty to propagate 
environmental literacy and to promote the practice of environmental ethics in society 
(CRE-COPERNICUS, 1994). 

Without a doubt, the wording in all SHE declarations is value laden. The 
language reflects the idea that the university has a special role in society and is 
morally bound to create change. This is common to all of the SHE declarations. 

Public Outreach. The second theme common to all SHE declarations is the need 
for universities to engage in public outreach. World university participation rates 
have increased from 13 million students in 1960 to 65 million in 1991, however 
universities remain elitist in that the majority of earth’s citizens do not attend college 
or university (UNESCO, 1998). Practitioners in the sustainability movement 
recognize the need for an environmentally literate citizenry in order to work toward 
a more environmentally sustainable future. As universities are considered 
answerable not only to their students, but also to the communities and regions in 
which they dwell, SHE declarations suggest that universities need to help in the 
education of the general population. The Swansea Declaration makes this explicit in 
calling for an increased awareness of sustainable development. Universities are 
encouraged to “utilize resources of the university to encourage a better 
understanding on the part of governments and the public at large of the inter-related 
physical, biological and social dangers facing the planet Earth, and to recognize the 
significant interdependence and international dimensions of sustainable 
development’’ (UNESCO, 1993). The need for public outreach points to a belief that 
universities have a responsibility to both its students, and the communities in which 
they reside. 

Sustainable Physical Operations. An analysis of emerging themes in the 
international declarations show that sustainable physical operations is not a priority 
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in the majority of SHE declarations. While the physical side of “greening” of 
campus is considered a key component to becoming more sustainable, it is not 
surprising that it is not featured in the declarations. Wright (2002b) found that 
institutional policies, rather than international declarations, focus more on physical 
operations. This is perhaps because of the recognition that physical operations are 
specific to the institution. An analysis of the implementation of the Halifax 
Declaration, for example, found that many of the specific guidelines given to 
signatory universities for action regarding physical operations were not implemented 
within each institution because the directives given in the Halifax Declaration 
Action Plan were seen as either irrelevant or inappropriate for the institution 
(Wright, 2002). While sustainable physical operations is not forgotten, the SHE 
declarations do not emphasize this theme. 

Ecological Literacy. While there are many definitions of ecological literacy 
(Disinger & Roth, 1992; Golley, 1998; Hutchinson, 1998; Orr, 1992; Smith-Sebasto, 
1997), the essence of the various definitions suggest that ecological literacy is the 
ability of an individual to comprehend the functions of the world with a realization 
that all human activities have consequences for the biosphere, and the translation of 
this understanding into action for the health of the earth This notion of ecological 
literacy is referred to frequently in the majority of SHE declarations. In some cases, 
the development of ecological literacy focuses solely on students within the 
university. The Talloires Declaration, for example, states that universities must 
“create programs to develop the capability of university faculty to teach 
environmental literacy to all undergraduate, graduate, and professional school 
students” (University Leaders For A Sustainable Future, 1990). The CRE- 
COPERNICUS charter expands the scope of ecological literacy initiatives to include 
faculty and staff at the university: 

Universities and equivalent institutions of higher education train the coming generations 
of citizens and have expertise in all fields of research, both in technology as well as in 
the natural, human and social sciences. It is consequently their duty to propagate 
environmental literacy and to promote the practice of environmental ethics in society 
(CRE-COPERNICUS, 1994). 

As mentioned above, ecological literacy is also directly linked with the theme of 
public outreach. Many declarations, therefore, discuss the need for universities to aid 
the development of an environmentally literate public world citizenry. The Halifax 
Declaration offers a good example of this stating that universities must “enhance the 
capacity of the university to teach and practice sustainable development principles, 
to increase environmental literacy, and to enhance the understanding of 
environmental ethics among faculty, students, and the public at large” (Lester 
Pearson Institute For International Development, 1992). 

Develop Interdisciplinary Curriculum. Developing interdisciplinary curriculum 
is closely related to the theme of ecological literacy. This theme is based upon the 
belief that if environmental literacy is going to occur, it will not happen by having 
students taking a mandatory course in environmental studies. Rather, students will 
become more ecologically literate if they see the connections between each subject 
they study and the environment. Principle 7 of the Talloires Declaration 
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demonstrates this theme, directing deans and university environmental practitioners 
to develop interdisciplinary curricula for an environmentally sustainable future. 

Encourage Sustainable Research. Many of the SHE declarations call for 
individual universities to encourage and promote faculty to conduct research that 
contributes to local, regional and global sustainability. Principle 4 of the Kyoto 
Declaration, for example, advocates universities undertaking research and action in 
sustainable development. While this theme is ideal in the minds of those already 
engaging in such research, it is riddled with difficulties in post secondary institutions 
that are built on academic freedom. To reward a faculty member who engages in 
research that contributes to sustainability may be considered by some academic 
favouritism. Clearly universities who choose to pursue this area will have to proceed 
with caution. 

Partnerships. With the exception of the Swansea Declaration, SHE declarations 
are unanimous in their call for the development of partnerships between universities 
and individuals and institutions beyond the university in order to become more 
sustainable. This is well illustrated in the text of the Thessaloniki Declaration: 

In order to achieve sustainability, an enormous co-ordination and interrogation of 
efforts is required in a number of crucial sectors and rapid and radical change of 
behaviours and lifestyles, including changing consumption and production patterns. For 
this, appropriate education and public awareness should be recognized as one of the 
pillars of sustainability together with legislation, economy and technology (UNESCO, 

1997). 

Statements such as these reflect the emerging notion that the university cannot 
create societal change on its own. While universities are indeed agents of social 
change, these declarations recognize the need for cooperation at many levels 
including partnerships with government, non-governmental organizations, and 
industry. The types and degree of partnerships vary from declaration to declaration, 
but the majority emphasize global cooperation. The Halifax Declaration, for 
example, calls for increased interaction between the university community and all 
organizations concerned with sustainable development on local, regional and 
international levels. The Talloires Declaration also suggests that universities must 
work with national and international organizations to promote a worldwide effort 
toward a sustainable future. 

The Liineburg Declaration also highlights the need for developing partnerships 
on many levels. In the text of the Liineburg Declaration, universities are asked to 
increase attention to international environmental sustainability and provide more 
opportunities for inter-cultural exchange in the learning environment; increase a 
focus on capacity development and intensified networking among institutions of 
education; and, promote stronger integration of training and research and closer 
interaction with stakeholders in the development process (Global Higher Education 
Partnership for Sustainability, 2001). 

Inter-university Cooperation. Not only should universities engage in partnerships 
with the outside community, SHE declarations encourage universities to cooperate 
with each other. One example is the Swansea Declaration that states that signatory 
universities must “co-operate with one another and with all segments of society in 
the pursuit of practical and policy measures to achieve sustainable development and 
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thereby safeguard the interests of future generations” (UNESCO, 1993). The CRE- 
COPERNICUS Charter also encourages cooperation in its call for sustainability 
networks. Further, the Action Plan in the Halifax Declaration calls for “establishing 
a network among universities in order to share information about the greening of the 
universities” (Lester Pearson Institute For International Development, 1992). 

SHE declarations offer broad statements of intent for the role higher education 
will play in the future. Within these statements, we find that themes have emerged. 
The rise of themes common among the declarations suggest that there are certain 
priorities for sustainability in higher education. By identifying the themes, we are 
able to get a better understanding of how institutions have framed their commitment 
to sustainability and where they may go in the future. 

HOW HAVE SHE DECLARATIONS EVOLVED? 

The term evolution implies a gradual process in which something changes into a 
different, and usually more complex or better form. When we look at the evolution 
of SHE declarations, we must question if this has indeed happened. The 
identification of common themes gives an indication that there is some continuity 
between the SHE declarations. As Table 2.2 illustrates, however, there is no 
evolution of themes over time. In fact, the themes have remained fairly constant 
from the early 1990s to present. Yet this does not mean that the declarations have 
not evolved. While the evolution of the declarations cannot be found in the key SHE 
themes, there is evidence in the wording of the declarations that an evolution has 
taken place. 

Many of the declarations state that they build on the work, and often the wording 
of previous SHE declarations. The Halifax Declaration, for example, specifically 
mentions the Talloires Declaration in its preamble, and the Swansea Declaration 
mentions both the Talloires and the Halifax Declarations. The most recent Liineburg 
Declaration also discusses how it builds upon past SHE declarations. This implies 
both adaptation and evolution. 

There is also evidence that SHE declarations are evolving in their understanding 
of the role a declaration can play in achieving sustainability. Those involved in the 
sustainability in higher education movement may have been naive in the beginning 
to assume that signing a declaration also meant that the institution would implement 
it. Universities have been accused of attempting to “greenwash” their institutions by 
endorsing SHE declarations without taking any subsequent action. The signing 
becomes a public relations exercise to promote their university rather than an actual 
statement of intent towards becoming sustainable. SHE practitioners are realizing 
that monitoring implementation is essential to the success of a declaration (Walton, 
2000; Wright, in press). CRE-COPERNICUS is currently assessing the potential for 
systematic monitoring of signatory universities to their Charter. The Liineburg 
Declaration also makes specific reference to the implementation of the declarations: 

Furthermore, the EUA-COPERNICUS, the International Association of Universities 
(IAU), and the Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future (ULSF) 
commit to achieving the following targets within next five years: Promote expanded 
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endorsement and full implementation of the Talloires, Kyoto and COPERNICUS 
declarations (Global Higher Education Partnership for Sustainability, 2001). 

Accountability systems are suggested to ensure that declarations are both 
meaningful and effective. This may have financial, political, and social ramifications 
for universities who sign declarations in the future, but will undoubtedly strengthen 
the impact these documents have on endorsing universities in the end. In terms of 
evolution, the Liineburg Declaration represents a new model for SHE declarations. It 
clearly expresses the sentiment that it is no longer adequate for universities to create 
and sign statements of intent towards environmental sustainability. It asks for 
universal cooperation, and claims that environmental change will only occur when 
rhetoric is turned into reality. 



CONCLUSION 

This chapter has explored where SHE declarations have been in the past, where they 
are now, and provides glimpses for SHE declarations in the future. It has highlighted 
key themes that have emerged in SHE declarations since the early 1990s, including 
the ethical and moral responsibility of the university to contribute to local, regional 
and global sustainability; the need for public outreach and universities to become 
models of sustainability in their own communities; encouraging sustainable physical 
operations; fostering ecological literacy; the development of interdisciplinary 
curriculum; encouraging research related to sustainability; forging partnerships with 
government, non-governmental organizations and industry; and, cooperation 
amongst universities. The identification of these themes and patterns furthers the 
understanding of what universities believe are the key priorities to becoming 
sustainable institutions, and what paths universities believe they should take on the 
journey to sustainability. This provides a starting point for an exploration of the 
challenges to sustainability in higher education. 

Further, the chapter discussed the evolution of SHE declarations from the 1990s to 
present. While it is anticipated that SHE declarations will continue to evolve, it is 
likely that the themes will remain the same. These themes represent a utopian vision 
of SHE and confirm research on indicators of sustainability in higher education. The 
themes are a constant reminder of what sustainability in higher education should 
look like, and a vision for SHE practitioners to keep in mind while struggling with 
the practicalities of adaptation and evolution in the quest to realize the dream of 
sustainability in higher education. 



REFERENCES 

Bowers, C. (1997). Education For an Ecologically Sustainable Culture. New York: State University of 
New York Press. 

Brubacher, J. (1982). On the Philosophy of Higher Education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Clugston, R. (1999). Introduction. W. Leal Filho (ed.). Sustainability and University Life: Environmental 
Education, Communication and Sustainability (pp. 9-11). Berlin: Peter Lang. 

CRE-COPERNICUS (1994). CRE-COPERNICUS Declaration. Geneva: CRE-COPERNICUS Secretariat. 
CRE-COPERNICUS. ( CRE-COPERNICUS Homepage [Web Page]. URL http://www.copernicus- 
campus.org [2002, July]. 




The Evolution of Sustainability Declarations in Higher Education 1 9 



Disinger, J. &. R.C. Roth (1992). Environmental Literacy. 

Http://Www. Ed.Gov/Databases/ERlC_Digests/Ed351201.Html. 

Global Higher Education Partnership for Sustainability. (2001). Luneburg Declaration. Proceedings of the 
Higher Education for Sustainability - Towards the World Summit on Sustainable Development 
(Rio+10) Conference. Germany: Cre-COPERNICUS. 

Golley, F. (1998). A Primer for Environmental Literacy. Connecticut: Yale University Press. 

Hutchinson. (1998). Growing Up Green: Education For Ecological Renewal. New York: Teachers 
College Press. 

International Association of Universities (1993). The Kyoto Declaration. Kyoto, Japan: International 
Association of Universities. 

Lester Pearson Institute For International Development (1992). Creating A Common Future: Proceedings 
of the Conference On University Action For Sustainable Development. Halifax: Atlantic Nova Print. 

Orr, D. (1992). Ecological Literacy: Education and Transition to a Postmodern World. Albany: State 
University of New York Press. 

Smith-Sebasto, N.J. (1997). Education For Ecological Literacy. Patricia Thompson (Ed.), Environmental 
Education For The 21st Century (pp. 279-289). New York: Peter Lang. 

UNESCO (1972). The Stockholm Declaration. Stockholm: UNESCO. 

UNESCO (1993). The Swansea Declaration. Gland: UNESCO. 

UNESCO (1998). Higher Education in the Twenty-first Century Vision and Action. Proceedings of the 
World Congress on Higher Education. Paris: UNESCO. 

UNES CO-UNEP (1977). Mockba: UNESCO-UNEP Press. 

University Leaders For A Sustainable Future (1990). The Talloires Declaration. Washington: ULSF. 

University Leaders for a Sustainable Future (2002). ULSF Homepage [Web Page]. URL 
http://www.ulsf.org/ [2002, April 20]. 

Walton, J. (2000). Should Monitoring be Compulsory within Voluntary Environmental Agreements? 
Sustainable Development, 5(3), 146-154. 

Wille, R. (1997). P. Thompson ( Ed.), Environmental Education for the 21st Century (pp. 331-337). New 
York: Peter Lang. 

Wright, T. (in press). Examining The Implementation of the Halifax Declaration. Canadian Journal of 
Environmental Education. 

Wright, T.S.A. (2002a). Environmental Sustainability, Policy, and the University. Unpublished doctoral 
dissertation, Edmonton Alberta: University of Alberta. 

Wright, T.S.A. (2002b). A Review of Definitions and Frameworks for Sustainability in Higher Education. 
International Journal for Sustainability in Higher Education, 3(3). 



BIOGRAPHY 

Dr. Tarah Wright is Assistant Professor and Director of Environmental Programmes 
for the Faculty of Science at Dalhousie University, Canada. Tarah' s PhD, 
undertaken at the University of Alberta, examined the implementation of the Halifax 
Declaration in signatory universities and investigated the various challenges and 
barriers to sustainability initiatives in Canadian and international post secondary 
institutions. Since then she has continued her research in the area of sustainability 
policy implementation analysis, collaborative development of institutional 
sustainability policies, and has worked on a participatory action research project 
focused on the development of indicators of sustainability for Canadian universities. 




CHAPTER 3 



SUSTAINABILITY AS EMERGENCE: THE NEED FOR 
ENGAGED DISCOURSE 

Richard Bawden 



INTRODUCTION 

Every generation seemingly feels a need to establish what it is that it might 
contribute to civilization writ large: To state in bold and imaginative terms that 
which it hopes will be its heritage. This one is no exception. “Let ours be a time 
remembered for the awakening of a new reverence for life, the firm resolve to 
achieve sustainability, the quickening of the struggle for justice and peace, and the 
joyful celebration of life" (Earth Charter Initiative, 2000). Little to argue with in 
that rhetoric, save perhaps to note that each of these noble aims are not without some 
contestation of specified ends, nor downright disagreements about means by which 
such ends might be - or more poignantly, ought to be - met. 

The matter of the “firm resolve to achieve sustainability” is a fine case in point - 
a classic example, it might be argued, of post-modern ambiguity of both means and 
ends. The very concept of sustainability is replete with imprecision, while the notion 
of having a firm resolve to achieve anything gives little evidence of how it might 
actually be achieved in practice even if we could agree on what it was we were 
hoping to achieve! Davison (2001) frames the dilemma well when he asks: “What 
are we to sustain above all else? Why? And how may we do so?” Yet as that writer, 
among others posit, it is this very same ambiguity that, somewhat paradoxically, 
provides the focus for discourse about a variety of issues within the contemporary 
problematique, while undeniably also providing fuel for those who would 
procrastinate in their resolve to seek sustainability! 

“The ideal of sustainability gives rise to an agenda of good questions, practical 
questions that bear directly on our forms of life, drawing out and giving practical 
substance to our disquiets and to our hopes... .[tjhese questions are valuable to us 
because they command our attention in an age of ecological crisis while 
simultaneously defying resolution and closure: they demand that we hold open for 
questioning our assumptions about what a resolution of this crises might involve.” 
(Davison, 2001, p. 213). 

And there is certainly no shortage of evidence to support the claim here that if 
not a crisis, then at least an ecological dilemma (Hajer, 1996) does indeed 
characterize this age of ours - where the word ecological is taken to embrace both 

21 

Peter Blaze Corcoran &Arjen E.J. Wals (Eds.), Higher Education and the Challenge of 
Sustainability: Problematics, Promise and Practice, 21 - 32 . 

© 2004 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands. 




22 



Richard Bawden 



the bio-physical and socio-cultural aspects of the global environment in which we 
human beings are firmly embedded. 

It is the matter of agenda of good questions that provides the focus, in all of this, 
for the academy, for questioning is (or at least ought to be) at the very heart of its 
enterprise. Few formal institutions furthermore, can claim to have such a record of 
sustainability as the academy: There must be lessons to be learned from such 
persistence that would add considerably to further profound understandings of the 
concept of, and actions to achieve, sustainability in its broadest socio-ecological 
context. Ironically and tragically however, it is at this very same moment of extreme 
relevance that universities are showing their own vulnerability and possible 
irrelevance - suffering their own crisis of identity and purpose. 

THE ACADEMY, SCIENCE, AND SOCIETY 

Over recent years, calls for the academy to become “...a more vigorous partner in 
the search for our most pressing special, civic, economic problems...” (Boyer, 1996) 
- for academics to become more directly and openly engaged with the issues of the 
day - have become increasingly strident. Wengers (1998) captures the essence of 
such intended engagement well when he describes it as ‘‘active involvement in 
mutual processes of negotiation of meaning”. And the matter of ‘sustainability’, 
invoked in reaction to widespread evidence of environmental deterioration at all 
levels of the biosphere, is clearly recognized as being as pressing as any, both within 
the academy itself, and beyond, in civil society at large, and thus worthy of 
engagement. At least in most parts of the Western capitalist world, “[a] well- 
founded ecological consciousness has asserted itself down into the last recesses of 
everyday life” (Berking, 1996). Overtures for a fuller engagement are an indication 
that, even within the University itself, there is a growing feeling that it is failing to 
fulfill its part of the social contract to help citizens to learn how to live lives in 
manners that can be sustained across future generations. Yet while the academy can 
justifiably claim considerable credit for helping to raise such public consciousness 
of issues to do with sustainability, through the wide promulgation of the results of its 
scientific inquiries, it is seemingly reluctant to engage with those in civil society in 
genuinely collaborative efforts to do something about the situation. Institutions of 
higher learning have become disconnected from the context for such learning; the 
‘issues of the day’ with which those in civil society have to grapple, are no longer 
the key focus of the attention of either professors or their students. The reasons for 
this apparent disconnect or disengagement, are complex. 

In the first place, “[i]t is no longer clear” as Readings (1996) posited “what the 
place of the University is within society nor what the exact nature of that society is”. 
In an era of globalization, the nexus that had long persisted between the University 
and the nation-state, no longer holds. “The University thus shifts from being an 
ideological apparatus of the nation-state to being a relatively independent 
bureaucratic system”: A system in which, incidentally, the process of scientific 
research and the associated scholarship of discovery, are increasingly privileged, 
albeit in a very restricted manner that is dictated both by paradigm and by political 
economy. To this ambivalence of social purpose must be added some ‘guilt by 
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association': A growing insecurity among some, bom of the recognition that 
globalization is not confined to the transnational flow of ‘goods’ but also to the 
planetary flow of ‘bads' to which science and technology, more or less unwittingly, 
has contributed. In the process of techno-scientific modernization, so many different 
kinds of hazards and threats have been released, that we can be said to living in a 
‘risk society' on a global scale (Beck, 1992). And as science, scientific rationality, 
and scientific research, are all central aspects of the modernization paradigm that 
prevails within academia, universities must accept that they are now as much ‘part 
of the problem’ as they were once an almost unrivalled ‘source of the solution’. 

We can certainly marvel at the myriad ways by which science-based technologies 
have transformed the way we live; have produced the machines that have relieved us 
from the drudgery of ‘mechanical work’, the medicines that have saved us such pain 
and suffering, the agriculture that now can feed so many billions of us, and the 
instruments of communication through which we can converse and share 
knowledge. But we need to concern ourselves much more than we have so far, with 
the unintended consequences of the application of such technologies; the chemical 
pollutions, the soil degradations, the water depletions, the species extinctions and 
biodiversity reductions, the global warming, and so on. There are moral reasons for 
such concerns, and indeed they extend beyond the mere consequences of our 
technological exuberances into the realms of rights and privileges and constraints - 
and the very concept of what it is that we should be seeking to make sustainable. 

Paradoxically while technoscience, as a powerful mode of knowing, has 
identified these risks for us, it is epistemologically ill-equipped to help us deal with 
issues that are the province of philosophy. This raises the imperative for those within 
the academy to think about and to do things differently: to be concerned “no longer 
exclusively with making nature useful, or with releasing mankind from traditional 
constraints, but also and essentially with problems of techno-development itself. 
Modernization is itself becoming reflexive; it is becoming its own theme” (Beck, 
1992). A fundamental question arises as a key theme to such critical review: Can the 
use of technology ever be truly compatible with the pursuit of the good life? Albert 
Borgmann, who is among those philosophers of technology who have taken this 
matter extremely seriously, argues that “the peril of technology lies not in this or 
that manifestation, but in the pervasiveness and consistency of its pattern” 
(Borgmann 1984). He makes the strong distinction between technologies as ‘focal 
things’, which engage mind and body, are embedded within a complicated web of 
relations, and demand a focal practice, with ‘devices’, which to the contrary, are 
isolated entities which allow (encourage) mind, body and world to be dissociated 
from each other. 

The formulation of Borgmann’ s ‘device paradigm’ is based on the argument that 
the steady replacement of the former by the latter, essentially in parallel with the 
‘progress' of modernization, has led to cultural and psychological impoverishment. 
This leads to the need for technology, and indeed of science itself, to be critically 
reflective. However, by definition, the objectivist technoscientific paradigm is ill- 
equipped to critically explore its own nature in other than purely objectivist terms: 
And that leaves a lot to be desired. “The way we make scientific facts and build 
them into coherent theories and descriptions sets limits to the kinds of things we can 
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come to understand about nature" argues Hubbard (1990), and that, it can be argued, 
includes the nature of knowing about knowing and knowledge (epistemology). 
Scientists usually do not acknowledge these limits, nor do most other people. "And 
the overestimation of science as a way to know, hence of the extent of the 
knowledge we can gain through science has led us to undervalue other kinds of 
knowledge” (Hubbard, 1990). It has also led to peculiarly distorted views of reality 
where knowledge has become divorced from values - technical decisions separated 
from normative judgments - and the essence of ‘the whole' has become lost through 
an exclusive focus on the 'fragmented parts'. The forest is invisible to those who see 
only separate trees ! 

David Orr (1992) has further observed that “modern science has fundamentally 
misconceived the world by fragmenting reality, separating observer from observed, 
portraying the world as a mechanism, and dismissing non-objective factors all in the 
service of the domination of nature”. The result, he contends, has been a radical 
miscarriage of human purposes where the domination of nature has led to “the 
domination of other persons”. He cites C.S. Lewis (1947) in support of this 
contention: “At the moment then of man’s victory over nature, we find the whole 
human race subjected to some individual men, and individuals subject to that in 
themselves which is purely ‘natural’ - to their irrational impulses.” 

This emphasis on ‘man’, while probably primarily reflecting the (nevertheless 
inexcusable) conventions at the time of writing, has a special poignancy. For here is 
yet another great divide which, in this instance, is obscenely asymmetric. It is not 
just a lack of integration between differentiated genders, but a very distorted 
emphasis on one sex over the other. “Knowledge”, as Hubbard (1990) reminds us, 
“has become gendered”, with science, that seemingly most legitimate form of 
knowing, being colonised by objectivity, which, in turn, is identified as masculine. 
As Mary Belenky and her colleagues argue, “conceptions of knowledge and truth 
that are accepted and articulated today have been shaped throughout history by the 
male dominated culture. ...[djrawing on their own perspectives and visions, men 
have constructed the prevailing theories, written history and set values that have 
become the guiding principles for men and women alike” (Belenky et al., 1986). 
Yet this identification is of course not inherent in nature, nor the nature of science, 
but results from “the ways scientific works, facts, and theories are constructed and 
from the ways we construct sex and gender” (Hubbard, 1990). 

All of these matters that are of profound importance to the matter of 
sustainability for judgments about what we should do next in confronting the perils 
of a risk society, take us way beyond the realm of decisions about what we could do 
next, in the relatively simple circumstances demarcated by reductionist 
technoscience. As already hinted, ‘Oughts’ and ‘Shoulds’ are the focus not of 
science but of moral philosophy, and in a ‘reflexive modernity' we must learn how 
to deal not just with the ethics of consequences as well as the efficiencies of 
production, but also with the rights and responsibilities of all living beings: A focus 
that is about as complex as the human mind can envision, yet one replete with the 
‘glorious distinctions of difference’ that can lead, when nurtured appropriately, to 
systemic emergence. 
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Our focus therefore needs to shift from a ‘techocentricity’ with ‘egocentric’ 
overtones, to a holocentric systemic one. We need to seek not just the self- 
gratification of the good life, but what Prozesky (1999) has referred to as “inclusive 
well-being”, and in order to do that effectively, he argues, we need nothing less than 
“an ethical renaissance”. Or indeed to an entire paradigmatic renaissance, as we 
learn to embrace complexity and learn to explore it systemically. This will force us 
to move beyond the instrumentality of technoscientific rationality and embrace ways 
of knowing that free us from what Yankelovich (1991) refers to as the “tyranny of 
objectivism" that insists that as there is only one form of genuine knowledge: “the 
claims made by religious truths, the insights of art and literature, the truths of 
history, the judgment of the public, and the truths of psychological insight and 
intuitive understanding get lumped together with the claims of astrology people, 
people who see flying saucers with extraterrestrial beings on them, those convinced 
that they have knowledge of previous incarnations, and all are held suspect as 
knowledge claims” (p. 221). 

Just as we are beginning to appreciate the fact that the global problematique must 
concern our ethical and aesthetic values and moral judgments as much as they 
concern scientific reason, we are beginning to recognize and rue the epistemological 
fact that “moral judgement has been eliminated from our concepts of rationality as 
far as they are actually built into existent scientific and systems paradigms” (Ulrich. 
1993). 

The reference to systems paradigms here is of considerable significance, for it is 
the ‘systems logic’ of the ‘whole being different (if not greater) than the sum of its 
parts’, that gives power to the very notion of ‘emergence’. To the systemist, 
unpredictable and novel properties emerge whenever different sub-systems are 
allowed to mutually associate, both within systems, and between different ‘levels’ 
within the nested hierarchies in which they are presumed to exist. And this is as 
relevant to ‘learning systems’, that rely for their existence on a range of different 
differences inherent in collective discourse, as it is for any other system in ‘nature’ 
(Bawden, 2000). If you want emergence, then you have to allow ‘differences’ like 
normative discourse with empirical discourse, to ‘interact’, and conversely, if you 
concentrate attention solely on the fragmented aspects of discourse, emergence will 
be forever denied. As it happens, Ulrich is one among few who are taking these 
systemic distinctions seriously, with his quest for the development and promulgation 
of an inclusive discourse that engages experts with the citizenry in a context in 
which he promotes the use of systems heuristics, “as if people mattered” (Ulrich, 
1998). 
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MORAL DISCOURSE AND PUBLIC JUDGMENT 

There are a number of reasons why moral dimensions should have become 
disassociated from our conventional rationalities and thence from the discourse 
around such matters as ‘sustainability'. Not the least of these is the issue of 
understanding of the nature of morals and morality in the first place. “Is it [morality] 
a matter (as modern philosophers have assumed) of a certain kind of judgement - 
maybe even of certain ‘evaluative’ words ? Is it a matter, as Kant argued, of action 
and practical reason? Is it a matter of emotion, sympathy, motive, as Hume 
supposed? Or is it, as Aristotle suggested, a matter of character and moral 
education”? (Scruton, 1994). As Singer (1994) observes, the distinctions between 
the positions held by Kant and Hume take us to the fundamental question of whether 
ethics is objective or subjective. The debate becomes between those who hold the 
primacy of reason as the source of ethics, and those who, in contrast, promote 
intuition. "Different terms have been used to frame this question, but behind it 
always lies the division between, on the one hand, those that hold that there is 
somehow a true, correct or best-justified answer to the questions ‘What ought I to 
do?’ no matter who asks the question, and, on the other hand, those who hold that 
when different individuals or different societies disagree on ethical issues then there 
is no standard by which one could possibly judge one answer to be better than 
another” (Singer, 1994, p. 7). 

A further impediment to the re-inclusion of moral dimensions into contemporary 
rationalities is sheer lack of practice at engagement with issues from an ethical 
perspective. Busch (2000) has presented the notion that we have spent several 
centuries now, secure in the abdication of our individual moral responsibilities to the 
care of one Leviathan or another. Whether it has been acceptance of Bacon’s 
scientism, or Hobbe's statism, or Smith’s economism, we have been seemingly 
content to place our trust respectively in scientists, authoritarian monarchs, or the 
market (or God for that matter) to tell us what is good or bad. Confronted now by 
the need to recapture our ethical competencies, we need to re-engage with what E.P. 
Thompson termed the ‘moral economy’ (Thompson, 1971) - the structure of rights, 
privileges and constraints that endows any particular social order with its identity 
and culture - such that we can use it as the ethical framework for our choices. 

Paul Thompson, who has written extensively and with enviable clarity about 
ethical perspectives on sustainability within an agricultural context, has made an 
invaluable contribution to the role that moral discourse plays in the evolution of a 
moral economy. Building on ideas developed by E.P. Thompson and James Scott, he 
argues that the constant reproduction, testing and revision of rights, privileges and 
constraints (processes often accompanied by affronts of conflict) “constitute the 
practical moral discourse that aims to reform moral economy” (Thompson, 1998). 
Moral discourse, he thus envisages as a level of ‘normativity’ that lies between the 
structures of those rights on the one hand, and "political and ethical theory or 
systematic idealizations of practical discourse” on the other. Moral discourse 
involves both explicit and tacit, formal and informal, linguistic and non-linguistic 
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modes of communication between individuals within groups of people, as networks 
of communication, engaged in the reproduction and challenge of the rules that they 
themselves agree to live by. 

Reinforcing the significance of relationships to the moral enteiprise, Busch (2000) 
argues that "moral responsibility lies not in individuals or society, but in the social 
relations that we create both through our own volition and through choices that 
society gives us”. In this manner it is from within (democratic) social relationships 
that the ‘moral economy’ emerges. 

What such networks represent is the opportunity to present the key problematic 
issues of the day "in a manner in which they may be addressed by informed citizens. 
They can help citizens become informed through participation in the networks. They 
can ensure that all citizens have an opportunity (without being forced) to engage in 
deliberation, discussion, and debates about the issues affecting their lives” (Busch, 
2000). Such networks are closely akin to the sorts of ‘communities of practice' 
envisioned by Wengers (1998) where: “[o]ur engagement in practice may have 
patterns, but it is the production of such patterns anew that gives rise to the 
experience of meaning”. Meaning emerges through our engagement in communities 
of practice. As Scruton (1994) sees it, communities are not formed through 
agreements between rational individuals rather it is rational individuals who are 
formed through communities. It is through moral discourse as such communities 
that we learn together to bring forth the world that we believe that we should bring 
forth, through communication with each other. 

A further way to view such communities of practice is to link them specifically 
with the process of collective critical learning. Such learning involves groups of 
individuals learning with and from each other in a manner where critique is applied 
not just to the situation at hand but also to the processes of learning themselves, and 
of the epistemic foundations of such processes. Such learning groups can be 
presented as critical learning systems (Bawden, 2000) that of have all the attributes 
of any self-organizing system including the ability to co-adapt with the 
environments in which they must operate. 

This sense of ‘meaning’ emerging through social communication and collective 
learning, is pervasive. Even critics of modernity and the legacy of the 
Enlightenment, such as Alasdair MacIntyre hold to the belief that “what matters at 
this stage is the construction of local forms of community within which civility and 
the intellectual and moral life can be sustained” (MacIntyre, 1981). Bernstein (1983) 
is perhaps even more even more passionate in stating his support for communal 
discourse in the face of the very real perils of modernity: “... at a time when the 
threat of total annihilation no longer seems to be an abstract possibility but the most 
imminent and real potentiality, it becomes all the more imperative to try again and 
again to foster and nurture those forms of communal life in which dialogue, 
conversation, phronesis , practical discourse and judgment are concretely embodied 
in our everyday practices” (p. 229). 

There are strong resonances here with the nature of so-called “communicative 
ethics” where ethics “ is not simply a matter of individual consciousness but rather a 
concern indissolubly connected with language and communication” (Dallmayr, 
1990). Inspired in particular by the work of Karl-Otto Apel and Jurgens Habermas, 
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communicative ethics is a cognitivist approach to ethics that is grounded in a belief 
of the importance of rational argumentation as the basis for moral judgement. As an 
approach, it lies in stark contrast to other philosophical positions “of the 
metaphysical type and intuitionist value ethics on the one hand, and noncognitivist 
theories like emotivism and decisionism on the other” (Habermas, 1990). 
Communicative ethics draws many critics including those who would argue that 
moral discourse is more than reasoned argumentation. 

SUSTAINABILITY AND THE SCHOLARSHIP OF ENGAGEMENT 

These two matters, (i) of meaning clarification of morality, and (ii) of the practice of 
moral discourse, indicate at least two vital roles that the academy can assume with 
respect to re-engaging with civil society in the context of ‘sustainability’ which can 
be construed as one of Boyer's pressing problems of the day. In this regard it might 
prove useful to explore aspects of what Boyer (1996) referred to as the Scholarship 
of Engagement in reference to his proposition that the (American) academy must 
become a much more rigorous partner in the search for answers to such problems. 

In the first place, in what I might refer to as first order of engagement, there is 
the need to find ways of reintegrating the ethical with the scientific into paradigms 
or systems of inquiry that permit the expression of a true synergy of ways of 
knowing and appreciation: A conceptual engagement with a practical issue, as it 
were. Charles Muscatine (1990) is among those who see this as an imperative, at 
least as far as the sustainability of the academy itself is concerned: “Either the 
university of the future will take hold of the connection between knowledge and 
human values, or it will sink quietly and indiscriminately into the non-committal 
moral stupor of the rest of the knowledge industry.” Knowing becomes valuing 
becomes knowing! 

Secondly, there is a need to develop strategies for collective inquiry that embrace 
both instrumental and practical rationalities into a praxis of collaboration between 
‘experts’ and ‘lay people' that allows the development of a democratic discourse 
appropriate to addressing the question of what it is that ought to be done next in the 
quest for ‘sustainability’. From this perspective, what constitutes ‘sustainability’ is 
emergent from a contextual discourse that is ethically defensible in terms of its 
constitution and its processes - the ‘means’ as it were - while leading to ‘ends’ that 
reflect moral judgment as well as scientific rationality. Here, I would argue, we are 
talking of a second order of engagement - a practical and ‘fulsome’ engagement 
with the task itself. 

The latter in particular, has the essence of one of Borgmann’s ‘focal things’ that 
demands a ‘focal practice’ reflecting strong embeddedness and practical reason, and 
Davison (2001) expands on this theme with his insistence that "the search for moral 
orientation in the technological world is nothing less than a practical craft of skilled 
judgment about, and experimentation with, the ways technology constitutes our self- 
defining and world-defining relationships”. 

Both of these orders of engagement demand critical scholarship of praxis - 
critical application of theory, concept, and principle to practice itself. In the former. 
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the discourse, while informed by practical action, is about inquiry into the nature of 
action (hands off engagement); in the latter, the discourse A the action that informs 
both the nature of that action and the actual action to be taken (hands on 
engagement). ‘Emergence’ will be most powerful in the latter case. 

It is not enough to argue that the “essential purpose of the university is not to 
carry out research, nor even, in the conventional understanding of the term, to teach, 
but to furnish a critical commentary upon the assumptions, beliefs, values, 
knowledge, and technologies that inform and support the social order” (Downey, 
1983). This is not engagement in either of the senses developed above. There is no 
‘on the ground mix it with them' discourse here, nor any hint of concern for ‘moral 
economy’. There is little sense of democratic participation, little appreciation of 
difference, little respect for ‘lay’ knowledge or ways of knowing, and very little, if 
any, humility. There is accordingly, little chance that any shared resolution will be 
reached about what might be the ‘best thing to do next’ in the name of 
‘sustainability’. 

Not that the alternative of communal discourse is easy. Bryan Wynne is among 
those who have written tellingly about the difficulties associated with the expert-lay 
knowledge divide, and how it might best be treated. There is for instance the very 
matter of reactions to the legitimacy of ‘lay’ knowledge. "Although prevailing 
treatments do recognize reflexivity among lay people, this is inadequately restricted 
to the intimate and interpersonal. Thus alternative, more culturally rooted and 
legitimate forms of collective public knowledge - and of corresponding public order 
- which could arise from the informal non-expert public domain are inadvertently 
but still systematically suppressed” (Wynne, 1996, p. 46). This again reflects a lack 
of ‘engagement’ of ‘experts' with ‘lay-persons’ in the systemic sense that I have 
been trying to establish as the basis for emergence. 

CONCLUSION 

The matter of ‘sustainability' is arguably the most pressing issue of our times. As 
‘sustainabilism’, it provides the ethos, and thus the ethical context, for so much 
contemporary debate about what constitutes ‘better’ - for society, for the earth, for 
both together. Little by little it is replacing the blatant productivism that has 
preceded it - at least in the rhetoric. Yet can anything ever be designed to be 
sustainable, and even if it could, would it necessarily be best for the common good? 
Can we sensibly ever address, and/or act towards, a sustainable state of inclusive 
well-being? Should the real center for our commitment as human beings be on the 
sustainability of our concerns for ‘inclusive betterment’, and for the learning 
processes that are fundamental to such a commitment? And what role the academy, 
under such circumstances? 

The only way we are going to find out, I have argued, is to get out there and act 
within its context: To engage in a deliberative democratic discourse that is 
characterized by practical and emancipatory rationalities that allow a synergy to 
develop between ‘expert' and ‘lay’ knowledge and ways of knowing, between 




30 



Richard Bawden 



scientific reasoning and moral argumentation, between the empirical and the 
normative, between the academy and civil society. 

This is - or at least ought to be - the ‘new’ social contract for universities. 

There are those who argue for the academy to wholeheartedly embrace the 
scholarship and praxis of engagement - for universities to become engaged 
institutions (cf. Simpson, 2000, for instance). Indeed a seven-part test has even been 
devised to detect the ‘truly engaged university’ (Kellogg Commission. 1999) where 
engagement is interpreted as a slightly transmuted form of the process of 
extension/outreach that has long constituted one of the three fundamental missions 
part of the Land-Grant universities in the United States of America. Yet as Fear et 
al. (2001) argue, that is to miss the nature of the essential collaborative discourse at 
what they term the engagement interface - that ‘space’ where academicians and 
citizens come together with mutual respect for each other’s ways of knowing and 
doing, and beliefs and values, and feelings and appreciations, in the quest for 
‘communicative action’. This, they submit, calls indeed for a new scholarship - a 
new mode of scholarly expression that embraces far more than ‘outreaching’ from 
an academy still constrained by its cognitive foundations in technoscientific or 
instrumental rationality, and its structural foundations in discipline- distinguished 
academic ‘silos’. This is a scholarship of and by moral people - not abstract 
institutions - and it is from a broad, civil concern for such scholarship and the 
practical and emancipatory discourse that it promotes, that notions of what it is that 
we should attempt to sustain are most likely emerge. 

All of this notwithstanding, it would be naive of us to believe that there is an 
easy ‘row to hoe’ here. As Dresner (2002) has recently reminded us, “we can be sure 
that any attempt to bring about sustainability will meet enormous resistance from 
many people and vested interests”. And that includes resistance even to the very idea 
of encouraging (or in some circumstances, even allowing) learning systems to 
engage with sustainabilism as a topic of discourse, with the risk that new insights- 
for-action that might disturb the ambitions of the powerful, could indeed emerge. 

But then as Dresner also concludes, there is little choice about the matter, for 
“the alternative to the pursuit of sustainability is to continue along the present path 
of unsustainability, leading to disaster” (Dresner, 2002). 
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CHAPTER 4 



CRITICAL REALISM: A PHILOSOPHICAL 
FRAMEWORK FOR HIGHER EDUCATION FOR 
SUSTAINABILITY 

John Huckle 



. . . environmental education must weave an analysis of power, politics and the state into 
an ecology’s sense of sustainability, survival and the environment. This kind of 
interdisciplinary effort could develop a deeply contextual understanding of nature and 
society as holistic cluster of interdependent relations (Luke, 2001, p. 200). 



INTRODUCTION 

In addressing an appropriate philosophy of knowledge and education to enable the 
kind of interdisciplinary effort that Timothy Luke recommends, this chapter begins 
by considering a textbook series that is widely used in the UK. 

In the year 2000 Routledge listed forty nine published and forthcoming titles in 
the series Introductions to the Environment. Fifteen of these were environmental 
science texts in such areas as environmental biology and soil systems; eight were 
environment and society texts in such areas as environment and economics or 
environment and planning; the remaining twenty six were environmental topics 
texts, including one on environmental sustainability. At that time the list did not 
include a text on the environment and education. 

In their preface to the environment and society titles the editors, David Pepper 
and Phil O'Keefe (2000), write of the mushrooming of research and scholarship on 
the relationships between the social sciences and humanities on the one hand and the 
processes of environmental change on the other. This has been reflected in the 
proliferation of associated courses at undergraduate level, while at the same time 
changes in higher education mean that an increasing number of such courses are 
being taught and studied within modular frameworks offering maximum choice or 
flexibility. Finding more traditional textbooks inadequate the authors and editors had 
responded to these new challenges by writing texts based on their own course 
materials. 

While seeking ‘the right mix of flexibility, depth and breadth’ and ‘maximum 
accessibility to readers from a variety of backgrounds' as it sketches ‘basic concepts 
and map(s) out the ground in a stimulating way’, the series as a whole, like other 
attempts to classify and present environmental knowledge, raises important issues of 
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interdisciplinarity in higher education for sustainability (HEfS). Are there texts 
(aspects of environmental science, environment and society, environmental topics) 
that are more important than others? Are there key concepts, ideas, and values that 
link the texts together and provide for a common focus on sustainability? How do 
the texts deal with issues of philosophy, ethics and politics? Do they accommodate 
local, non-academic, environmental knowledge? Do they tell a grand story or 
narrative of the transition to sustainability or many small stories? Above all, do they 
empower students as ecological citizens who are capable of playing an informed and 
active role in this transition? Do they embody a critical pedagogy that fosters such 
citizenship? Do they reflect the kind of interdisciplinary effort to which Luke refers? 

In addressing an appropriate philosophy to underpin such interdisciplinarity, this 
chapter argues that the key requirement of institutions and courses that seek to 
educate for sustainability is a philosophy of knowledge that integrates the natural 
and social sciences and the humanities, accommodates local knowledge, supports 
critical pedagogy, and continues to regard education as a form of enlightenment 
linked to a vision of more sustainable futures. It suggests that critical realism 
provides such a philosophy. This can resolve the tensions between mainstream, 
Marxist and postmodern environmentalisms in progressive ways, and underpin an 
HEfS based on a constructive postmodern cosmology, science and grand narrative 
(Gare, 1995). 



DIVISIONS OF ACADEMIC KNOWLEDGE 

Peter Dickens (1996) reminds us that the crisis of sustainability is both a crisis of the 
ways in which modern capitalist societies combine with nature and a crisis of 
understanding whereby the citizens of those societies fail to understand their 
relations with nature. The rise of modernity and new forms of industrial production 
separated people from nature with new kinds of knowledge contributing to this 
alienation. People were separated from the land, from the products of their labour, 
from one another, and from their own inner nature, by new social, technical and 
spatial divisions of labour that also separated them from knowledge that enabled 
them to make sense of the world. New forms of generalised and abstract knowledge, 
that could be applied to the control and management of nature and society, gained 
power and displaced the local knowledge that people used to monitor, understand 
and control the consequences of their actions. 

The modern university became an institution that reflected modern reductionism 
and dualism. Academic divisions of labour separated knowledge into discrete 
compartments with separate natural and social sciences largely talking past one 
another. Students failed to understand how knowledge connects, how processes in 
the social world might combine with those in the biophysical world to produce 
sustainable development, and how people’s local knowledge can combine with 
academic knowledge to foster such development. 

Dickens (1996) argues that HEfS requires a unified science that can explain how 
social processes as understood by the social sciences combine with ecological and 
biophysical processes as understood by the physical and natural sciences. Critical 
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realism (Archer et al., 1998; Collier, 1994) provides an appropriate philosophical 
foundation for such a science which is socialist in that it predicts the need for greater 
self management and new kinds of ecological (Barry, 1996; Dryzek, 1997) or 
cosmopolitan democracy (Held, 1995) if development is to realise the social, 
cultural and personal dimensions of sustainability alongside the ecological and 
economic. 



INTERDISCIPLINARITY 

While the rise of the new social movements and the impact of radical politics on 
universities in the late 1960s and 1970s led to interdisciplinary courses, including 
those in environmental and development studies, lones and Merritt (1999) draw on 
reports from the Higher Education Funding Council to suggest a dearth of 
interdisciplinarity in contemporary British environmental higher education. Like 
Introductions to the Environment most courses are multidisciplinary rather than 
interdisciplinary, juxtaposing knowledge in often unrelated parts rather than 
realising a genuine integration of disciplines. Interdisciplinarity challenges 
academics to reconcile ideas about the nature of reality, how that reality can be 
known, and what procedures should guide enquiry (ontology, epistemology, and 
methodology) and we will see that critical realism offers a philosophical framework 
for accommodating different knowledge claims. It is particularly relevant for HEfS 
which focuses on an ambiguous and contested concept (Bourke & Meppem, 2000; 
Sachs, 1997) and where knowledge (in such areas as climate change or the impact of 
genetically modified organisms) is often uncertain and provisional in nature. 

Geography is a particularly significant for HEfS since it has long concerned 
itself with the relations between the biophysical and social worlds. Advances in the 
subject that draw on ideas reviewed in this chapter now allow an intradisciplinary 
approach that may be superior to some interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary 
approaches (Huckle & Martin, 2001). Readers can assess the relevance of UK 
university geography by visiting the Geography Discipline Network 
( http://www.chelt.ac.uk/gdn/ ) and the Learning and the Teaching Support Network 
for Geography, Earth and Environmental Sciences ( http://www.gees.ac.uk/planet/ ). 
In the latter’s resource database they will find Judy Chance’s paper on curriculum 
integration at Oxford Brookes University, a leader in HEfS (Pepper, 1996). In the 
remainder of the chapter an asterisk indicates a geographer (e.g. Pepper*, 1996) in 
order to highlight the subject’s potential. 

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE AND CITIZEN SCIENCE 

Before moving to a consideration of critical realism it should be noted there is 
currently much evidence of individuals and workers’ and citizens’ movements 
attempting to re-embed themselves in nature by discovering new ways of working, 
living, and knowing. Those who reject science are clearly not progressive but others 
do seek to engage private corporations and the state in new forms of consultation 
and participation aimed at creating forms of knowledge or citizen science (Irwin, 
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1995; Eden*, 1998) that have greater relevance to their lives. As citizen science, a 
unified science for sustainability should combine relevant aspects of academic or 
abstract knowledge with relevant elements of the local (tacit and lay) knowledge that 
people develop in their everyday lives. Tacit knowledge is that which cannot be 
easily described or encoded in the form of words, written documents or other 
impersonal means (e.g. the farmers’ knowledge of soil, children's knowledge of 
their playground), while lay knowledge is popular, commonsense knowledge that 
may enable people to live sustainably with one another and the rest of local nature. 
New information technologies such as the internet allow people to link abstract and 
local knowledge in new ways and so provide for a critical postmodern pedagogy 
(Castells et al., 1999). Universities can clearly assist in developing citizen science, 
use postmodern pedagogy, and so help to empower their students and the wider 
community with new ideas and outlooks. 

DIALECTICAL MATERIALISM 

Critical realism is a materialist and dialectical philosophy. Materialism maintains 
that the world should be understood primarily in terms of matter and material causes 
rather than spirit, mind or ideas (idealism), while dialectics suggests that such matter 
is best viewed as a system of processes, flows and relations, rather than a complex 
of ready-made things (mechanical materialism, positivism) (Cornforth, 1987; 
Harvey*, 1996). People and other organisms do not exist outside of or prior to the 
processes, flows and relations that create, sustain or undermine them. They are 
constituted by flows of energy, material and information in ecosystems, made 
possible by the relations between things in the biophysical and social worlds. The 
new biology and the life sciences support dialectics, seeing a constant two way 
exchange between organisms and their environment such that the one shapes the 
other with no sharp dividing line between them. The idea that people constantly 
change nature, and develop in relation to a nature that they modify or socially 
construct, accords with our practical or commonsense view of the world and offers a 
starting point for collapsing the dualism between the natural and social sciences. 

In addition to seeing everything in nature as related and in a constant state of 
transformation, dialectics also regards nature as undergoing an evolutionary process 
towards higher states or self-organisation and complexity (Lewin, 1997; Manson*, 
2001). Organisms contain latent structures and potentialities which are realised in 
different ways in different environments and some organisms are more successful in 
changing environments and adapting to them than others. Humans have been 
particularly successful but there is accumulating evidence that they are modifying or 
constructing nature in unsustainable ways and that it is taking its revenge. 
Contradictions between the promise and reality of modem development now 
challenge them to reshape the processes, flows and relations in ecosystems (by 
developing new technologies and forms of social organisation) in order to put 
development on a more sustainable path. Sustainable development requires the co- 
evolution of society and the rest of nature, and dialectics suggests that the prospects 
of such development are linked to the struggles of opposing forces that are inherent 
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in all things. Particularly significant for education is the struggle of ideas (Sneddon*, 

2000). 

Hartmann (1998) reminds us that ideas about sustainable development are 
inevitably contradictory since its advocates have different values and interests and 
wish to sustain different sets of ecological, environmental and social relations. 
Attention to all three sets of relations leads him to suggest that maintaining the 
metabolism between bio-physical and social systems in ethically and politically 
acceptable ways, involves sustaining: 

1 . Relations among humans (social relations) based on mutual respect and 
tolerance. Just relations allow equitable access to food, clothing, health care, 
shelter and meaningful work, provide for freedom of thought and mental 
development, and promote democratically determined political and economic 
decisions. 

2. Relations among humans and other species (environmental relations) that 
minimize human domination of and impact on other species and their 
environments or habitats. 

3. Relations among organisms and their environment (ecological relations) which 
have created the climate, hydrological cycle, radioactive levels, and other 
environmental conditions (ecological processes) that we have experienced 
throughout most of human history. 

Creating and maintaining these relations requires us to care for the welfare of other 
human beings, future generations and other species, and requires us to translate this 
concern into appropriate forms of governance and citizenship (Christie & 
Warburton, 2001). Appropriate forms of education can guide such development but 
dialectical materialism suggests that education should be a form of praxis that is 
process rather than product based (Gadotti, 1996). Since all knowledge starts from 
activity in the material world and returns to it dialectically, theory becomes a guide 
to practice and practice a test of theory. Critical pedagogy is developed around 
concepts of structure, power, ideology, emancipation and critique (Janse van 
Rensburg et al., 2000, ) and claims that knowledge and truth should not be products 
to be transmitted to students, but practical questions to be addressed as students and 
teachers reflect and act on significant events and issues that affect their everyday 
lives. Efforts to realise sustainability on the campus, and in the surrounding 
community, can provide opportunities for praxis and for evaluating academic ideas 
alongside lay and tacit knowledge. 

CRITICAL REALISM 

Critical realism is a development of dialectical materialism. It acknowledges that the 
mind only knows the world by means of perception, thought and language, but 
clings to the ontological assumption that there is a real objective knowable material 
world. This real world displays three levels of abstraction at which mechanisms can 
be examined and knowledge generated. At the deepest or more abstract level are the 
real objective powers of objects, the processes made possible by relations between 
things. At an intermediate level are more contingent factors, specific to given 
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historical and social circumstances, which determine whether or not objective 
powers are realised (whether processes cause events). At the surface level are 
experienced phenomena which arise out of the combination of objective powers 
with contingent factors and can be observed at a given place and time. Realist 
explanation consists of connecting experience in the empirical domain (e.g. warmer 
summers, more frequent storms) to structures and processes in the real domain (e.g. 
the workings of the atmosphere and global energy economy) through contingent 
factors in the actual domain ( e.g. increased use of fossil fuels, failure of politicians 
to control carbon emissions). 

Critical realism offers a unified approach to the natural and social sciences while 
recognising real but different structures and processes with the physical, biological 
and social worlds. The biological world is emergent from the physical world and the 
social world emergent from the physical and biological worlds. The causal 
mechanisms and properties of inorganic and organic nature combine with human 
nature in dialectical ways allowing each to grow and develop in ways that are more 
or less sustainable. The new physical and life sciences enable us to understand the 
dialectical and systemic nature of the physical and biological worlds and the 
processes of emergence that underpin the principle of qualitative change. The 
critical social sciences enable us to understand the ways in which social institutions 
(e.g. markets, systems of production, governments, universities) facilitate or 
undermine the interactions between human and non-human nature that foster 
sustainability. 

Social science needs to be combined with natural science to understand how 
society is embedded in nature, while natural science needs to be combined with 
social science to understand the forms that nature takes in specific social (historical 
and geographical) circumstances. Critical realism offers a unified science with the 
methods of the natural and social sciences sharing common principles but adopting 
different procedures due to their different subject matters. The social sciences can be 
sciences in the same sense as the natural sciences but not in the same way. This is 
because: 

- The subject matter of the social sciences cannot be reduced to that of the natural 
sciences (e.g. human behaviour cannot be reduced to biochemical reactions), 
there are qualitative differences; 

- Social reality is pre-interpreted. Society is both produced and reproduced by its 
members and is therefore both a condition and an outcome of their activity 
(social relations and structures). The social sciences have a subject-subject 
relationship with their subject matter, rather than a subject-object one of the 
kind that characterises the natural sciences; 

- Social structures, unlike biophysical structures, are usually only 'relatively 
enduring'. The processes they enable are not universal or unchanging over time 
and space. 

Critical realism is anti-positivist since it claims that to explain a phenomena it is not 
sufficient to show that it is an instance of well established regularities or 
connections, but necessary to discover its connections with other phenomena via 
knowledge of the underlying structures and mechanisms that work to produce these 
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connections. It accepts a weak social constructivism (Dickens, 1996) by recognising 
that social reality is pre-interpreted and that language, discourse and ideology shape 
its production and reproduction. At the same time it rejects a strong social 
constructivism that denies the material reality of nature. 

Critical realism regards nature as socially constructed or produced in two senses: 
it is materially shaped by social practices and it is existentially produced as cultural 
meanings, discourses and representations. Nowhere on the surface of the earth is 
there a ‘first nature’ untouched by human influence but when speaking of the social 
construction of nature we should not imply that such natures as the countryside, 
food, our bodies, and landscape, are wholly artefacts of society or culture. To do so 
would deny a realist concept of nature that refers to the structures, processes and 
causal powers that are constantly operative within the physical world, that provide 
the objects of study of the natural sciences and condition the possible form of 
intervention in biology or interaction with the environment. The nature whose laws 
we are always subject, even as we harness them to human purposes, and who 
processes we can neither escape nor destroy (Soper, 1995, p. 155/6). 

Nature in the realist sense sets elastic limits on how people can live in the world, 
but for the critical realist nature is a theoretical, explanatory concept, not a source of 
value. It tells us the facts about our predicament but we ourselves must decide what 
forms of ethics, politics and governance should regulate our relations with the rest of 
human and non-human nature. Democratic socialist politics appear rational to 
critical realists (Collier, 1994, p. 200) because: 

- Socialism suggests that change comes about by changing social structures and 
mechanisms not by changing the way we view the world (idealism); 

- There is a correspondence between critical realism’s world view and certain 
models of socialist cosmopolitan or ecological democracy. Just as the world is 
one of stratified mechanisms, with wholes not reducible to parts nor parts to 
wholes, so a genuine democracy should embrace all sites of power (the body, 
social welfare, the economy, culture, civil society, coercive relations and 
organised violence, regulatory and legal relations) at all levels from the local to 
the global; 

- A socialist political philosophy should be partly based on knowledge of those 
constraints which prevent human nature (and the rest of nature) from realising 
its potential. In that critical realism, linked to critical theory and Marxist 
political ecology, reveals the contradictions of capitalism, and the associated 
causes and possible solutions to the crisis of sustainability, it is an appropriate 
foundation for revolutionary praxis and HEfS. 
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CRITICAL REALISM AND HEfS 

Critical realism’s approach to education seeks to overcome the epistemic fallacy that 
suggests that reality is simply what experience or experiment tells us it is. It claims 
that the world cannot be changed rationally unless it is interpreted adequately. Such 
interpretation requires teachers to engage dialectically with students to: 

- probe experience; 

- liberate knowledge of deeper realities (structures, processes and events); 

- reveal those structures and processes that produce and reproduce powerful 
interests that prevent people from realising their potential; 

- expose knowledge or ideology that sustains such interests; and 

- reflect and act on alternative structures, processes and knowledge which allow a 
greater degree of self determination and democracy. 

Malcolm Plant illustrates such critical pedagogy by providing accounts of dialectical 
encounters with students in Chapter 22. For the moment let us consider the example 
of teachers and students using the internet to interpret corporate social responsibility 
(CSR), a strategy whereby business claims to be encouraging more sustainable 
forms of development (Crowe, 2002). Applying Corson's outline of Bhaskar's 
conception of discovery (Corson, 1991), suggests that this would involve four stages 
of enquiry or praxis that would reveal the ideological nature of much current CSR 
and assess its potential given laws forcing environmental and social responsibility 
on business (Table 1 ). Such reflection and action is likely to suggest real limits to 
CSR under capitalism and prompt consideration of ecosocialist alternatives. 

While the example in Box 4.1 draws on economics, business studies, politics, 
sociology and ethics, it does not require knowledge from the natural sciences. A 
similar four stage enquiry into global warming, the impact of genetically modified 
crops, or the conservation of fish stocks, would require such knowledge and readers 
may wish to consider such a topic and the manner in which the competing 
knowledge claims of environmental scientists should be handled and bio-physical 
knowledge combined with that from the social sciences and humanities. 

Having examined the potential of critical realism to provide a philosophical 
framework for interdisciplinarity in HEfS, it remains to examine how the framework 
can combine elements of mainstream, Marxist and postmodern environmentalism. 
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Table 1. Critical Education and Corporate Social Responsibility. 



1. An effect (result or regularity) is identified and described. Students use the internet to 
obtain corporate social responsibility (CSR) reports from a number of firms including 
Tesco ( www.tesco.com/evervlittlehelps ’) and BPAmoco ( www.bpamoco.com/alive '). 
They use the Sustainable Development Commission site ( http://www.sd- 
commission.gov.uk/ ) to link such reports to triple bottom line accounting and other 
approaches to sustainable development. They conduct interviews to assess fellow 
students awareness and understanding of CSR (their lay and tacit knowledge of 
corporations). 

2. A creative model of the 'mechanism’ involved is postulated, as a solution or explanation 
or response to the problem, which if it were to exist would explain the effect. Students 
read extracts from Naomi Klein’s No Logo (Klein, 2000) and consider her explanation of 
CSR: that by regulating (or appearing to regulate) themselves corporations avoid or 
delay regulation by government or democratically controlled law. Such action is an 
attempt to reconcile the demands of shareholders, consumers, governments, NGOs and 
anti-corporate campaigners; is encouraged by the decline of class politics and the retreat 
of the state from public interest issues; and reflects identity politics in risk society (Beck, 
1992) that encourages corporations to compete for the public’s trust (Swift, 1999). As a 
‘mechanism’ CSR is essentially public relations designed to forestall the imposition of 
stronger regulation. 

3. Research of two kinds is undertaken to demonstrate the existence and operation of the 
mechanism: the first kind, to isolate and in some instances observe the mechanism in 
action; the second kind to eliminate alternative plausible hypotheses. Students relate 
Klein’s explanation of CSR to Labour MP Linda Perham’s private members’ bill that 
calls for social, financial and environmental reporting to be made mandatory; requires 
companies to consult on big projects; and demands rights of redress for citizens 
negatively impacted by business activities. The bill would place specific duties and 
liabilities on directors and companies and proposes the establishment of a new regulatory 
body (Macalister, 2002). Does the background to the bill and its support by a coalition of 
NGOs, including Friends of the Earth ( www.foe.co.uk/campaigns/corporates/ ), suggest 
CSR is working as Klein suggests? Alternatively, is CSR ‘an important part of modern 
business thinking (in which) British firms are leading the way by showing how they can 
make a difference on the ground’ (Confederation of British Industry, www.cbi.org.uk ) 
and where ‘excessive intervention risks stifling innovation’ (UK Government Report on 
CSR, www.ukonline.gov.uk/ ). 

4. The postulated mechanism, once shown to be real, becomes available as evidence for 
interpreting the world (as it is or has recently been); action to replace unwanted with 
wanted forms of determination provides the critical concluding phase in this 
emancipatory process of discovery. Students decide their own position on CSR and its 
implications for their behaviour as citizens and consumers. Some embark on a campaign 
to extend their fellow students' understanding of CSR and link this with an audit the 
university’s suppliers and action to replace those with a poor record on CSR (e.g. Exxon 
www.stopesso.com ) with those they consider to have a better record. 
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MAINSTREAM ENVIRONMENTALISM 

Mainstream environmentalism and environmental education are technocratic, 
pervaded by positivism, and place the environment outside society, beyond the grasp 
of ordinary citizens, to be managed by experts in such areas as resource 
management, risk assessment, and curriculum planning (Luke, 2001). These experts 
have varying amounts of power to define environmental issues (generally as ‘green’ 
issues at the expense of ‘brown' issues) and prescribe technical, behavioural and 
legislative ‘fixes’ that leave existing social relations relatively undisturbed. 
Environmental economists are particularly influential in shaping the mainstream 
discourses of sustainable development and ecological modernisation, but the 
mechanisms they advocate to put value on ecological capital, ‘price the 
environment', and increase resource productivity, face real limits in an era of 
globalisation and deregulation. Evaluating elements of the environment solely or 
mainly in terms of their monetary or exchange value encourages people to regard 
them simply as commodities. Such commodity fetishism mystifies the relationship 
between people and the rest of nature and prevents them from understanding and 
controlling the system of which they are a part. 

Clearly HEfS should not ignore mainstream environmentalism and approaches to 
sustainable development. Students should read mainstream texts, understand the 
substance, processes and tools of sustainability as advocated by mainstream 
reformers, and recognise that while the ‘greening of capitalism’ is to be encouraged 
it may not deliver social, cultural and personal sustainability (social justice, cultural 
diversity, physical and mental health) along with ecological and economic 
sustainability (Sachs, 1999). As we have seen such limits are revealed by giving due 
attention to the power relations that shape the fate of proposed and real reforms to 
environmental relations. 

MARXIST ENVIRONMENTALISM 

My accounts of dialectical materialism and critical realism have already sketched 
some elements of Marxian thought that explain the development of human nature 
alongside the rest of nature. Marxist environmentalism regards the contemporary 
capitalist world order as one that is unsustainable because the drive for capital 
accumulation results in inter-related economic and ecological crises. These crises 
prompt workers and citizens’ movements to struggle for a more sustainable order 
assisted by transformative intellectuals who present a range of critical ideas for 
validation in praxis or critical action research. 

Central among these ideas are those relating to the production of nature or the 
way in which nature and capital co-constitute one another in temporally and 
geographically varied and contingent ways (Castree*, 2000; Castree* & Braun*, 
2001; Braun* & Castree*. 1998; Dickens. 1997; Smith*, 1984; 1996). Both capital 
and realist nature exert power or agency in such production but the diversity of 
capital/nature relations in time and space means that we should be cautious about 
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making (teaching) universal statements about the causes of unsustainable 
development or the route to sustainability. Some productions of nature are more 
beneficial to humankind than others and questions of environmental ethics can 
similarly not be addressed in general terms. What is sustainable and beneficial in 
one time, place and culture may be unsustainable and destructive in another. 

In developing a political ecology that integrates ecology and environmental 
issues into political economy (Keil et al., 1998) Marxist environmentalists seek to 
overcome the latent dualism and industrialism in Marx’s thought; apply critical 
ideas about such topics as the state (Johnston*, 1989), globalisation (Held et al., 
1999), and feminism (Dordoy & Mellor, 2000); and develop the theory and practice 
of a sustainable eco-socialism based on new economies of time and nature and new 
forms of welfare and citizenship (Pepper*, 1993; Little, 1998; Soper, 1999). The 
journal Capitalism Nature Socialism ( CNS ) provides a guide to these developments 
and its contributors include those who draw on critical theory and related theories of 
reflexive modernisation (Beck, Giddens & Lash, 1994; Blowers*, 1997). The 
articles in CNS ’ s Teaching Political Ecology series 
( http:// gate.cruzio.com/~cns/syllabus/ ) are particularly relevant to the theme of this 
chapter (e.g. Walker, 1998). 

Critical theory shifts the focus of Marxist environmentalism from the economy 
and capitalism to technocracy and modernity (Barry, 1999; Goldblatt, 1996). 
Instrumental reason (positivism) rather than capital accumulation is now the prime 
target of critique, and Habermas’ theories of legitimation crisis, knowledge 
constitutive interests, communicative action, and colonisation of the lifeworld, 
provide insights into the crisis of sustainability, the interests shaping different kinds 
of EfS (technical, hermeneutic and critical), critical pedagogy, and the role of new 
social movements in the creation of an ecological democracy (Huckle, 1996). 
Sustainable development requires the erosion of instrumental reason and its control 
by communicative reason that can balance considerations of what is technically 
possible with considerations of what is culturally appropriate and morally and 
politically right. 

Habermas’ ideal speech situation provides a context for balancing such 
considerations free from social structures that systematically distort communication, 
so allowing people's common interest in sustainability to emerge. It is a model for 
organising and evaluating the knowledge claims advanced by different disciplines 
during an interdisciplinary enquiry and for cultivating the kind of critical thinking 
and values awareness sought by the Teaching and Learning at the Environment- 
Science-Society Interface (TALESSI) project (www.greenwich.ac.uk/~bj61/talessi/ ). 
Readers are encouraged to visit the project’s website, consider its rationale in 
relation to the arguments advanced in this chapter, and evaluate some of its teaching 
and learning resources on sustainability after these have been downloaded and used 
in the classroom. 
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POSTMODERN ENVIRONMENTALISM 

While the development of postmodern science (the new physical and life sciences 
including quantum theory, complexity theory, and postmodern ecology) confirms 
dialectical materialism and critical realism in their assertion of a dynamic world of 
structures and processes, postmodern popular and academic culture raises 
contradictions for HEfS. On the negative side it fosters ironic detachment and a 
nihilistic indifference to the world that undermines any prospect of co-ordinated 
political action for sustainability. On the positive side it brings a new sensitivity to 
marginalized voices and knowledge claims concerning science, environmental 
issues and sustainability. 

Postmodern approaches to the social sciences and humanities reject critical 
realism’s ontology, claiming that there are no universal foundations for knowledge 
in realist nature or that there is no reality outside language and discourse. Since there 
is no single reality, there can be no grand theories to explain how reality works and 
hence no prospect of progress or utopia based on related grand narratives (e.g. 
Marxism, ecological modernisation). Since all ‘truths' including scientific ones are 
particular to the groups or societies that believe them and have no universal validity, 
the grounds for common agreement (communicative action) together with the 
emancipatory power of social criticism and critical pedagogy are undermined. 

While critical realism rejects postmodernism's ontological relativism or strong 
social constructivism (Gandy*, 1996; Proctor*, 1998) it can, as noted above, accept 
a weak social constructivism that accommodates epistemological pluralism (there 
are many ways of knowing and many perspectives and discourses on the 
environment and sustainability). The related challenge for HEfS is to ensure that its 
critical pedagogy is also a constructivist pedagogy (Janse van Rensburg et al., 2000) 
that builds upon student’s existing knowledge and interests, accommodates lay and 
tacit knowledge, and acknowledges how power is wielded through language and 
discourse. By engaging with cultural politics, marginalized voices, and texts of all 
kinds, such pedagogy can reinvigorate the modern vision of education as 
enlightenment (Parker, 1997). 

Risk society produces a new generation of youth between the borders of a 
modern world of certainty and order informed by the culture of the West and its 
technology of print, and a postmodern world of hybridised identities, electronic 
technologies, local cultural practices, and pluralized public spaces. Consequently 
many students experience programmed instability and transitoriness, and are 
condemned to ‘wander across, within or between multiple borders and spaces 
marked by excess, otherness, difference, and a dislocating notion of meaning and 
attention’ (Giroux, 1999, p. 103). Critical pedagogy should address their shifting 
attitudes, representations and desires by fostering aesthetic and cognitive reflexivity 
(Beck, Giddens & Lash, 1994); enabling them to reflect and act on the structural 
roots of their own subjectivities; and so developing a shared language of resistance 
that points to possibility and hope. HEfS has a key role to play in this regard. 
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CONCLUSION 

Dialectics and critical realism do then offer a philosophy that transcends the limits 
of mainstream, Marxist and postmodern environmentalisms, acknowledges their 
achievements, and allows the construction of a new grand narrative of sustainability 
that both relegitimates and radicalises modernity (Gare, 1995; Jencks 1996; 
Myerson, 2001). This is a narrative about the co-evolution of society and the rest of 
nature, their generative qualities, and the need for improved rationality and 
governance so that tendencies towards self organisation and complexity can lead 
towards greater sustainability. It allows students and teachers of HEfS to see 
themselves as part of an unfinished story and provides an overarching rationale for 
curriculum development and interdisciplinary. 
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CHAPTER 5 



HIGHER EDUCATION, SUSTAINABILITY, AND THE 
ROLE OF SYSTEMIC LEARNING 

Stephen Sterling 



The development of ecological understanding is not simply another subject to be learnt 
but a fundamental change in the way we view the world. (John Lyle, 1994) 



INTRODUCTION 

This chapter argues that sustainability implies a double learning challenge to higher 
education, concerning both ‘paradigm’ and ‘provision’. The possibility of 
reorientation of higher education in the context of sustainability depends on 
widespread and deep learning within the higher education community and by policy 
makers - and this has to both precede and accompany matching change in learning 
provision and practice. Whilst discussion often centres on this latter aspect, which 
may be called ‘education for change', sufficient attention also needs to be given to 
the first aspect, which concerns ‘change in education’ particularly as regards ethos, 
purpose and policy. A systems-based staged model of learning is offered as a tool 
for thinking about the difficulty and possibility of such deep change, and the idea of 
co-evolution as learning process between institutions and their communities is 
briefly outlined as a promising way forward. 

In January 2002, in his inaugural professorial lecture at the University of Bath, 
UK, Peter Reason - an authority on cooperative inquiry and action research - laid 
down a challenge to his institution, to place the ‘twin crises’ of justice and 
sustainability at the centre of its educational and research efforts (Reason, 2002). 
Sitting in the auditorium, I sensed that members of his audience greeted this radical 
notion with differing reactions varying from enthusiasm to incredulity. I will argue 
below that the probability of his or any other higher education (HE) institution 
responding fully to such a challenge depends on a deep appreciation of three 
fundamental areas of concern, which can be summarised metaphorically as: the 
nature of the territory now occupied as regards both paradigm and provision, the 
nature of territory that sustainability implies, and the journey that is required to shift 
from one grounding to another. 

To help map some of this ground, I will use ideas and tools drawn from systemic 
thinking, which offers some clarity and overview in a complex and difficult terrain. 
Systems thinking argues that 'valid knowledge and meaningful understanding comes 
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from building up whole pictures of phenomenon, not by breaking them into parts' 
(Flood, 2001, p. 133). Given the complexity of this subject area - involving 
worldviews, the nature of sustainability, policy and practice in higher education, 
organisational learning, and transformative change - a systems perspective which 
seeks to illumine the relationships involved is both necessary and helpful. Systems 
thinking addresses any problematic nexus such as this by increasing the level of 
abstraction or overview, rather than the conventional reductionist route of examining 
detail and dividing the issues into smaller parts. 

This chapter argues that sustainability does not simply require an ‘add-on’ to 
existing structures and curricula, but implies a change of fundamental epistemology 
in our culture and hence also in our educational thinking and practice. Seen in this 
light, sustainability is not just another issue to be added to an overcrowded 
curriculum, but a gateway to a different view of curriculum, of pedagogy, of 
organisational change, of policy and particularly of ethos. At the same time, the 
effect of patterns of unsustainability on our current and future prospects is so 
pressing that the response of higher education should not be predicated only on the 
‘integration of sustainability' into higher education, because this invites a limited, 
adaptive, response. Rather, I will argue, we need to see the relationship the other 
way round - that is, the necessary transformation of higher education towards the 
integrative and more whole state implied by a systemic view of sustainability in 
education and society, however difficult this may be to realise. In sum, this is an 
argument for what I have termed ‘sustainable education’ (Sterling, 2001). My 
emphasis here, therefore, is less the detail of curriculum, pedagogy and management 
that a changed educational paradigm implies (which, though critically important, 
may be found in other chapters in this volume), but rather the deeper issue of why 
and how sustainability requires a changed paradigm, and how such change through 
deep learning may or may not occur. A distinction is thus made between ‘learning 
through higher education’ (relating to provision ) which is the usual subject of 
discourse, and ‘learning within higher education’ (relating to the guiding paradigm). 

The key issue is one of ‘ response-ability how far institutions and higher 
education as a whole are able to respond sufficiently to the wider context of the 
crisis of unsustainability and the opportunities of sustainability. The common 
perception is often that little more than a change in teaching or curriculum is 
necessary - that is, an adaptive adjustment in learning provision. A full response, 
however, commensurate with the size of the challenge, implies a change of 
educational paradigm - because sustainability indicates a change of cultural 
paradigm which is both emergent and imperative. Many commentators maintain the 
fundamental issue at stake is a 'crisis of perception' which most of us are part of, and 
that a change of cultural worldview based on some form of systems thinking is both 
necessary and emerging, if still fragile (Harman, 1988; Clark, 1989; Bohm, 1992; 
Wilber, 1996; Capra, 1996). This appears to entail a shift of emphasis from 
relationships based on fragmentation, control and manipulation towards those based 
on participation, appreciation and self-organisation. Increasing numbers of writers 
are pointing to the emergence and nature of this ecological worldview, predicated on 
the notion of a co-created or participative reality. Thus this worldview is variously 
called 'participative' (Heron, 1996; Reason & Bradbury, 2001) ’co evolutionary' 
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(Norgaard, 1994), or 'living systems' (Elgin, 1997). Evidence of this emergent 
paradigm can be seen in aspects of ecological and integrative thinking, particularly 
ecophilosophy, social ecology, eco-psychology and creation spirituality, as well as 
more practical expressions in major areas of human endeavour such as holistic 
science, ecological economics, sustainable agriculture, holistic health, adaptive 
management, ecological design and architecture, and efforts to develop sustainable 
communities. 

At the level of root metaphor, this change involves a shift from the influence of 
mechanism towards the promise of a living systems or ecological metaphor. The 
emergent postmodern ecological paradigm suggests a change of epistemology, from 
reductionism towards holism, from objectivism towards critical subjectivity, and 
from relativism to relationalism. Without the deep learning that this implies, on the 
part of policymakers, administrators, curriculum developers, lecturers and all the 
actors in higher education, the response of HE to sustainability is always likely to be 
partial and accommodatory rather than full and transformative. Yet, as the 
incontrovertible educational maxim states, ‘learning needs to start where people 
are’. Herein lies the paradox and profound challenge of change in higher education - 
how do we work towards transformative learning in a system that itself is intended 
to be a prime agency of learning? There is a double problem here: first, higher 
education institutions are not primarily reflexive learning systems (learning 
organisations) but teaching and research systems. Second, higher education is not 
primarily engaged in the provision of deep learning to students, but in first-order 
learning: the transmission of information and the development of instrumental skills 
aligned (increasingly) to the perceived needs of the economy. 

To return to the metaphor above, it is possible to map out in some detail (as far 
as anybody knows) the new educational territory, but unless we perceive where we 
are - and are aware that our current territory is increasingly untenable - we are 
unlikely to shift from that which we know and are familiar with. So we might begin 
by recognising our current position: that within the last fifteen or so years, the 
influence of neo-liberal and neo-conservative thinking and language has dominated 
educational thinking and practice, bringing in a narrowly-cast vocationalism, 
instrumentalism and managerialism at the cost of more liberal and humanistic 
interpretations of the role and nature of education (Smyth & Shacklock, 1998). 
Further, that this managerial education paradigm is undetpinned by a deep-rooted 
cultural paradigm of modernism and mechanism, despite the intellectual currency of 
postmodern deconstructionism. 

To help with the argument I will present a number of models which are based on 
systems approaches. These act as maps or tools for thinking about the territories 
mentioned above. 

SUSTAINABILITY, NESTING SYSTEMS AND SYSTEMS FAILURE 

Let’s start with a systems view of sustainability. This is seen as a qualitative 
condition or emergent property arising from the relationships involved in any system 
whether considered at local level or global level, and demonstrating the survival, the 
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security, and the well-being of ‘the whole system’. So if we regard a set of 
relationships as a ‘system’ - such as a family, a community, a farm, a local 
economy, a school, a university, an education system or an ecosystem - then the 
health of any such system depends on the health of its subsystems, and they on their 
subsystems and so on. Sustainability is the ability of a system to sustain itself in 
relation to its environment, given that all systems are made up of subsystems and 
parts of larger meta-systems. A system that either undermines the health of its own 
subsystems or of its meta-system is unsustainable. Systems thinkers use ‘nesting 
systems’ models to illustrate such relationships between subsystems and 
metasystems thus: 




Figure 1. Nesting systems. 

This simple model provides a basis to consider an ecology of ‘human activity 
systems' at any systemic level. The fundamental problem revolves around how to 
achieve, or at least work towards - what systems thinkers term - ‘goodness of fit’ or 
coherence between the nesting contextual levels of ecosphere, society/economy, and 
education (and their subsystems): so that increasingly, each becomes - and together 
become - a ‘viable’ or healthy system. According to Bossel (1998, p. 75) a viable 
system is one which is ‘able to survive, be healthy, and develop in its particular 
environment'. Whilst necessarily imprecise, this notion of the healthy, sustainable 
system is a guiding idea in the discussion below, and applies at any and every 
system level. 




Figure 2. Education, society/economy, and ecosphere as nesting systems. 
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Starting at the centre, it is possible to regard any educational system (a system of 
related components including policies, institutions, curricula, actors etc.) as a 
subsystem of wider society: it is organised by, financed by, and mandated by this 
society. It is shaped and oriented by the needs, policies, values and norms of the 
social context which it serves. However, there is a co-evolutionary relationship 
which may be seen as a key to change in both system levels, and I will consider this 
further, below. 

At this point, we can introduce the idea of ‘systems failure’ (Chapman, 2002). 
This can refer to ‘objectives not met’ or ‘inappropriate objectives’, or the 
‘undesirable side effects’ of a system. Criticism of higher education, particularly in 
political debate, often centres on the first meaning, but in terms of the ecology of 
systems outlined above, I will argue that higher education largely 'fails' in terms of 
the latter two aspects of failure: the purposes or objectives of higher education 
largely fail to take into account sustainability, while undesirable side-effects include 
widespread ecological illiteracy and its consequences (Orr, 1994; Jucker, 2002). 

This failure of educational systems reflects a more fundamental failure at the 
higher level of the nesting systems model. The fundamental ‘system failure’ is our 
continuing inability to sufficiently adapt our social and economic systems to their 
ecological context - the limits. Taws’ and systemic nature of the ecosphere (the 
outer ring in Figure 2 above). According to Brown of the Worldwatch Institute - 
which has been charting progress relating to sustainability for some two decades - 
the ‘bottom line' is how far our global economy fits into the global ecology. The 
biggest issue, he says, is whether we can see the economy as part of the 
environment, rather than the environment as part of the economy. In other words, 
which is the larger context. As Meadows (1992), Daly (1996), Clayton and Radcliffe 
(1996), Brown (2001) and The Natural Step programme point out, socio-economic 
systems should be regarded as subsystems of the encompassing biophysical or 
ecospheric system, upon which they are entirely dependent. But as Brown (2001, p. 
3) notes: 

Economists see the environment as a subset of the economy. Ecologists see the 
economy as part of the environment. 

From this simple but profound difference of perception, it is clear that at a deeper 
level still, the root of this system failure is our shared worldview or social paradigm. 
The next step in the argument is that our dominant worldview and epistemology 
gives rise to an unsustainable relationship with the ecosphere, and that this same 
epistemology is dominant in Western educational systems. Further, as education is a 
subsystem of society, then by an inexorable logic, education is largely part of the 
overall system failure in the relationship between society and the ecosphere. 

If this argument is valid, then clearly the answer to the crisis of unsustainability 
cannot be a simple tweaking of educational policy and practice, nor the current rush 
to ‘improvement’. This is an issue that E.F. Schumacher, the radical economist, 
pondered nearly thirty years ago: 



the volume of education has increased and continues to increase, yet so do pollution, 
exhaustion of resources, and the dangers of ecological catastrophe. If still more 
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education is to save us, it would have to be education of a different kind: an education 
that takes us into the depth of things. (Schumacher, 1997, p. 208). 

Similarly, David Orr states that much of what is wrong with the world is not a 
result of a deficit of education but is the continuing legacy of a kind of education 
which: 



alienates us from life in the name of human domination, fragments instead of unifies, 
overemphasizes success and careers, separates feeling from intellect and the practical 
from the theoretical, and unleashes on the world minds ignorant of their own ignorance. 

(Orr, 1994, p. 17). 

This is not so much - to use Orr’s distinction - a crisis in education of the sort 
that occupies politicians and editorial writers, as a crisis of education, which is far 
less noticed. This bigger crisis begs the most central of questions which concerns the 
purpose of education, and by association, the purpose of any institution and learning 
programme. 

Of course, there have been considerable efforts to 'reorient' education to take 
more account of sustainability, the international movement beginning with the 
Stockholm United Nations Human Conference on the Environment of 1972 which 
first identified the critical role of education in addressing environmental issues. Yet, 
as a UNESCO report on progress since the 1992 Rio Summit, prepared for the 2002 
World Summit on Sustainable Development notes, “much of current education falls 
far short of what is required", and it calls for a “new vision” and “a deeper, more 
ambitious way of thinking about education” (UNESCO, 2002). 

All this leaves us with a profound paradox: the agency that is charged with the 
provision of education and learning - that is, the education system and its component 
parts including higher education - is largely part of the unsustainability problem it 
needs to address. The fundamental challenge then, is how to achieve significant 
rather than superficial orientation of higher education, and this calls for a theory of 
learning which can help clarify the nature and possibility of the required change. 

Again, systems thinking provides some insight here, with its distinction between 
learning levels based on Bateson's ideas (1972). While paradigm change is 
essentially about learning - if there is no learning, there can be no paradigm change 
- it is clear that most learning that goes on within and outside learning institutions 
makes no difference at all to individuals’ or society’s overall paradigm. This is 
because, applying Bateson’s theory of learning levels, it is first order learning or 
basic learning. Bateson distinguished three orders of learning and change, 
corresponding with increases in learning capacity, and these have been adopted by 
learning and change theorists, particularly in the field of systemic learning and 
organisational change. 



LEARNING LEVELS 

Using systems terms, learning (by an individual, a group or an organisation) can be 
seen as having two aspects - self-correction and meaning-making in response to a 
change in the system’s environment. Such learning can serve either to keep a system 
stable, or enable it to change to a new state in relation to its environment. The 
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second response is a much deeper change which requires new meaning-making and 
examination of existing assumptions. 

These two types of learning are variously described as ‘single-loop' and ‘double- 
loop learning’ (Argyris & Schon, 1996), ‘adaptive’ and ‘generative’ learning 
(O’Connor & McDermott, 1997), ‘basic learning’ and ‘meta-learning’ (Bawden, 
1997a) or ‘first order" and ‘second order’ change (Ison & Russell, 2000). These 
categories are often used to describe organisational change, but they can also be 
applied to change in worldview or belief systems amongst individuals and groups. 
The first level of learning is a limited response to change in the system’s 
environment (which in this case is the whole sustainability imperative). It keeps the 
system and its ‘theory-in-use’ stable, whether we are considering the dominant 
educational paradigm or our belief system. This can be an appropriate response, 
except where the challenge from the system's environment is so great that second- 
order learning is required. 

This distinction between learning levels helps us perceive the nature of the 
learning challenge and crisis we now face. The new postmodern conditions of 
unsustainability, complexity, and uncertainty require higher-order learning not just 
by students, but by the whole education community, and indeed, society as a whole. 
Let’s look at this important distinction further. 

Single-loop learning does not normally impinge on or change the values of the 
learner, the educator, the educational institution, or indeed society. It is an 
essentially non-critically reflective, adaptive, response (to the concerns of 
sustainability in this case) based on the values and modus operandi of instrumental 
rationality. Such learning which serves stability tends to be characterised by 
negative feedback loops, which dampen change. Double-loop learning/second-order 
change, by contrast, is deeper learning where change tends to be characterised by 
positive feedback loops between the system and its environment, whereby both 
attain a new state (Banathy, 1992). 

Second-order change is change that is so fundamental that the system itself is changed. 

In order to achieve (this) it is necessary to step outside the usual frame of reference and 
take a meta-perspective. First-order change is change within the system, or more of the 
same. . (Ison & Russell, 2000, p. 229) 

Thus, first-order learning and change is akin to what Clark (1989, p. 236) calls 
‘change within changelessness’, and is often geared towards effectiveness and 
efficiency - ‘doing things better’, rather than ‘doing better things’. Much of the 
movement towards ‘raising standards' in Western education systems is clearly of the 
first kind. 

Beyond first and second order change, systems thinkers - again, drawing on 
Bateson - recognise a third learning level which is described as transformative 
learning or epistemic learning. Arguably, such a quality of learning is key to the 
realisation of a more sustainable cultural paradigm - in individuals, in education 
systems, and in society as whole. The logic of this is that learning within paradigm 
does not change the paradigm, whereas learning that facilitates a fundamental 
recognition of paradigm and enables paradigmatic reconstruction is by definition 
transformative. According to Wenger (1998, p. 226) ‘learning - whatever form it 
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takes - changes who we are by changing our ability to participate, to belong, to 
negotiate meaning’. Transformative learning does this to an unusual degree. It 
engages and involves the whole person, and affects change in deep levels of values 
and belief through a process of re-perception and re-cognition. It is not then just a 
matter of intellectual or conceptual learning, but engages our emotional and intuitive 
selves as well. In learning theory terms, it signifies a move from first-order learning 
to second-order learning where values, beliefs and paradigm are critically realised 
and examined, and a further stage where a new paradigm emerges. Systemic 
thinking in this epistemic sense then, is not simple familiarity with some systems 
ideas, but ‘a way of thinking that is independent of the content of systemic concepts’ 
(Brown & Packham, 1999, p. 1 1). 

According to the Center for Transformative Learning at OISE at the University 
of Toronto, transformative learning involves experiencing: 

...a deep structural shift in the basic premises of thought, feelings and actions. It is a 
shift of consciousness that dramatically and permanently alters our way of being in the 
world. Such a shift involves our understanding of ourselves and our self-location: our 
relationships with other humans and with the natural world (Morrell & O’Connor, 2002, 
p. xvii). 

The three learning levels are summarised in Table 1 . 

Table 1. Three learning levels summarised. 



Learning I: basic learning 


learning 


thinking 


knowing 


Learning II: meta-learning 


learning 

about 


thinking 

about 


knowing 

about 




learning 


thinking 


knowing 


Learning III: epistemic learning 


learning 

about 


thinking 

about 


knowing 

about 




learning 

about 


thinking 

about 


knowing 

about 




learning 


thinking 


knowing 



The common saying that one ‘can’t see the wood for the trees’ perhaps provides 
a useful analogy: Learning I might be only ‘seeing the trees’, or working within the 
paradigmatic ‘wood’ ; Learning II might be stepping out and recognising the wood as 
a whole; Learning III might be the ‘helicopter view’, seeing that a number of 
alternative woods or paradigms exist. Another way of putting it is: 

I -‘doing things better’ 

II -‘doing better things’ 

III -‘seeing things differently’ 

What these models clearly suggest is that ‘lower levels’ of learning are less 
difficult and more everyday in nature. Indeed, theorists make a distinction between 
basic learning and ‘higher order’ learning levels. Arguably, sustainability requires 
higher order learning, that is, epistemic or transformative learning, which can - in 
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turn - offer alternative operative paradigms and sets of practice at ‘lower’ levels of 
learning and knowing. We need to be clear then what level we have in mind when 
discussing learning. 

This model of learning levels not only clarifies orders of learning, but also 
provides a ‘map’ of the staged learning responses journey towards deeper learning 
that any higher institution and its members might experience over time. 

LEARNING RESPONSES IN EDUCATION AND IN WIDER SOCIETY 

This idea of progressive responses parallels O’Riordan and Voisey's helpful notion 
of the ‘sustainability transition’. In a major study. The Politics of Agenda 21 in 
Europe (1998), these authors suggest that a four-stage shift in the transition to 
sustainability is necessary, from 'very weak sustainability' to 'very strong 
sustainability', characterised by changes in environmental and economic policies, 
and in degrees and types of public awareness, with the last phase involving: 

- much closer integration between environmental and economic policy; 

- a cultural shift in public awareness; and a 

- renewal of emphasis on local democracy and activity. 

However, the initial learning response (equating with ‘very weak sustainability’, 
which is at least a step beyond ignorance or outright denial) is to adapt just 
sufficiently to accommodate this disturbance, without fundamentally changing the 
whole system. Disturbingly, O'Riordan and Voisey (1998, p. 2) suggest that many 
of the institutions ‘that need to be readjusted in order to embrace the sustainability 
transition’ actually thrive in a non-sustainable world: 

The innate logic of these institutions encourages them to vary marginally the status quo, 

though never more than is suboptimally tolerable No wonder sustainable 

development is taking time to be credibly articulated in policy and day-to-day 
behaviour. 

We can suggest a parallel and link between this social learning response and the 
educational response to sustainability, bearing in mind (as discussed above) the 
notion of education as a subsystem of society. 

A model of possible learning responses by both education and wider society 
follows: 



Table 2. Staged learning responses to the challenge of sustainability. 





Type of response 


Resultant change 


Type of learning 


1 


No response 


No change 


Denial/ignorance (no learing 


2 


Accommodation 


Green gloss 


Adaptive 


3 


Reformation 


Serious reform 


Critically reflective adaptation 


4 


Transformation 


Whole system redesign 


Transformative 



This range of learning responses is linked to a range of action responses: 
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Table 3. Comparing staged social and educational responses to sustainability. 



Sustainability 

transition 


Response 


State of 
sustainability 


State of education 




1 Very weak 


Denial, rejection or 
minimum 


No change (or 
token) 


No change (or 
token) 




2 Weak 


'Bolt-on’ 


Cosmetic reform 


Education about 
sustainability 




3 Strong 


'Build-in’ 


Serious greening 


Education for 
sustainability 


\ 


f 4 Very strong 


Rebuild or redesign 


Wholly integrative 


Sustainable 

education 



These models beg some explanation. 

The first level ‘response’ is no response (or if there is some awareness, minimum 
response). This may be through ignorance of the challenge of sustainability or 
denial. 

The second level is accommodation: a ‘bolt-on’ of sustainability ideas to existing 
system, which itself remains largely unchanged. This is an adaptive, first order 
change or learning. Through this response, the dominant paradigm maintains its 
stability. 

The third level is reformation: this is a ‘build-in’ of sustainability ideas to the 
existing system, through which the system itself experiences significant change. 
This is critically reflective, adaptive response, or second-order change, where 
paradigmatic assumptions are called into question. 

The fourth level is transformation: this is a deep, conscious reordering of 
assumptions which leads to paradigm change. 

A number of points should be made about this model of change, that: 

- these responses can be seen as consecutive stages that learners in the 
sustainability transition (that is, all of us) need to move through; 

- however, this is not a simple linear progression of discrete stages but is better 
seen as reflecting the nesting (and therefore subsuming) levels of simple 
learning, meta-learning, and epistemic cognition; 

- movement beyond the accommodatory response (second level above) involves a 
good deal of learning by all actors - and particularly policymakers, managers, 
practitioners who shape institutions and organisations - and such learning is 
difficult; 

- learning is more likely to stop at or become stuck ‘in’ level 3 above because of 
the difficulty of paradigm change and the resistance of any belief system to such 
profound change; 

- 'education as a whole’ - as a subsystem of society - cannot shift through the 
transition faster than the shift in ‘society as a whole’ allows without education 
becoming ‘reined in' . 

- Thus, there needs to be both correspondence and recursion between these 
parallel shifts. However, this recursive relationship indicates that as well as 
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constraint, co-evolution through interaction between progressive elements in 
both education and society (or institutions and their community) is possible. 
Some researchers are critical of staged learning models, arguing that they reflect the 
normative orientation of those that wish to equate higher education with deep 
learning (see e.g. Haggis, 2003), yet given the pressing context of the sustainability 
transition, it seems that some model of deep change is necessary. My experience of 
teaching on the MSc ‘Education for Sustainability' programme at South Bank 
University (SBU), London, including witnessing change in students as they grapple 
with real-life contexts, has demonstrated the value and validity of such a model. 

RESPONSE LEVELS IN EDUCATION 

Let's now look in more detail at the fourth column of Table 3 above. Whilst 
teaching on the SBU programme, I developed a model of progressive engagement 
and change which follows the same logic as the models above, which applies to the 
education system as a whole, and to institutions and actors within the system 
(including policymakers, theorists, researchers and practitioners). A first stage, as 
noted above, is no response. This is common enough, and may be due to ignorance 
of sustainability, denial or sheer difficulty. Beyond this, a first actual response is 
often: 

- Accommodation : a bolt-on of sustainability ideas to existing system, which 
itself remains largely unchanged. This is an adaptive response to the concerns of 
sustainability based on the values and modus operandi of instrumental 
rationality. There is minimal effect on the institution, and the values and 
behaviour of teachers and students. This is often a content-oriented response, 
but it is characterised by incoherence and conflict between reflected educational 
values. For example, sustainability concepts such as biodiversity or carrying 
capacity may be added into some parts of the curriculum and some subjects, 
which in other respects carries messages supporting unsustainability. The idea 
of sustainability and of sustainable development are interpreted in ways which 
are consistent with the prevailing worldview. The descriptive term here is 
‘education about sustainability’, or Teaming about change’. Whilst a long way 
from leading us to sustainable living, it is much better than nothing, and can 
open the door to deeper change. 

At a deeper level, the response is: 

- Reformation: a building in of sustainability ideas into existing systems. More 
coherent coverage of content, an attempt to teach values and skills perceived to 
be associated with sustainability, and attempts to ‘green' the operation of the 
institution. There is some critical recognition of the dominant educational 
paradigm, its inadequacies and contradictions. The paradigm is modified and 
this is expressed in some change in policy and practice. The descriptive terms 
here are ‘education for sustainability’, and ‘learning for change'. 

At a deeper level still, the response may be transformative: 

- Transformation : a re-design on sustainability principles, based on a realisation 
of the need for paradigm change. This response emphasises process and the 
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quality of learning, which is seen as an essentially creative, reflexive and 
participative process. Knowing is seen as approximate, relational and often 
provisional, and learning is continual exploration through practice. The shift 
here is towards ‘learning as change’ which engages the whole person and the 
whole learning institution, whereby the meaning of sustainable living is 
continually explored and negotiated. There is a keen sense of emergence and 
ability to work with ambiguity and uncertainty. Space and time are valued, to 
allow creativity, imagination, and cooperative learning to flourish. Inter- and 
transdisciplinarity are common, there is an emphasis on real-life issues, and the 
boundaries between institution and community are fluid. In this dynamic state, 
the process of sustainable development or sustainable living is essentially one of 
learning, while the context of learning is essentially that of sustainability. In this 
way, sustainability becomes an emergent property of the sets of relationships 
that evolve. This response is the most difficult to achieve, particularly at 
institutional level, as it is most in conflict with existing structures, values and 
methodologies, and cannot be imposed. The descriptive term here is ‘education 
as sustainability’ or ‘sustainable education’. 

TOWARDS TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING 

This journey through higher orders of learning involves experience of: 

- greater challenge/threat to existing beliefs/ideas - and so more resistance; 

- greater ‘perturbation’ required to stimulate learning; 

- greater reconstruction of meaning; 

- greater engagement and breadth of response in the learner; 

- achievement of greater flexibility and less rigidity of thought; 

- higher order of consciousness or mindfulness; 

- more emergence as a result of learning; 

- the difference between ‘unwitting self-reference’ and knowing self-reference 
and therefore the possibility of transcendence. 

It is clear from these descriptive models of change that achievement of the higher 
orders of learning is difficult, although easier for the individual than entire 
institutions involving many actors. As Ison and Stowell suggest, drawing on 
Prigogine’s theory of dissipative structures: 

...each learner goes through a period of chaos, confusion and being overwhelmed by 
complexity before new conceptual information brings about a spontaneous restructuring 
of mental models at a higher level of complexity thereby allowing a learner to 
understand concepts that were formally opaque (2000, p. 6). 

The alternative response, for individuals or institutions not ready for change, is 
shut-down or denial -through which the existing paradigm is maintained against 
perceived threat. All this raises questions of methodology - ‘how is transformative 
learning facilitated?’ and of possibility, ‘is there evidence that deep institutional 
change in HE institutions can occur?’ 

On the first question, evidence suggests that in formal education, there has to be 
an intention on the part of the designers/teachers bom of their own experience, to 
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construct a learning situation through which they can encourage others to explore 
epistemic learning as a shared experience of inquiry. This is not simple: 

To understand and deliver a pedagogy which enables and provokes students to move 
across levels of epistemic competence is in itself challenging. To do so requires an 
awareness on the part of the curriculum designer and personal tutor so that they can 
facilitate the emergence of these changes (Ison & Stowell, 2000, p. 6). 

However - and in response to the second question above - there is evidence of 
such change, although unsurprisingly, less at the level of entire institutions than that 
of micro-situations. One notable institutional example is that of Hawkesbury 
College, and agriculture and land use institute in Australia which, for some twenty 
years starting in the late seventies, explored the possibility and problems of systemic 
change in education and learning. Philosophically, the Hawkesbury story was 
founded on disillusion with the ‘the inadequacy’ of reductionist science in 
agriculture and other areas of human endeavour, and a determination to explore the 
nature, implications of a new paradigm: 

The language of reductionism and positivism does not entertain the very complex and 
dynamic phenomenon associated with sustainable practices... it is clearly time to argue 
loudly for a shift in thinking from the Age of Productivity to the Age of Persistence... a 
new research paradigm in the tradition of what has been called the science and praxis of 
complexity (Bawden, 1991, p. 2363). 

Thus the mission at Hawkesbury became to help ‘people in rural communities . . . 
learn their way forward to better futures, in the face of immensely complex, 
dynamic and slowly degrading environments, socio-economic, politico-cultural, and 
biophysical, in which they increasingly recognised they were deeply embedded' 
(Bawden, 1997b, p. 1). It was recognised that this would necessitate the provision of 
experience that would encourage a shift in perception. For the Hawkesbury team, 
this meant learning to perceive and think more systemically. It led, over time, to the 
evolution of what Bawden called ‘a self-organising critical learning system’. Such a 
system, he suggests, is able to: 

- ‘connect with the environments about it, and learn about and from them; 

- create meaning both experientially and inspirationally; 

- design ‘meaning informed’ strategies for desirable and feasible changes; 

- deal with inherent tensions of difference both within and without; 

- deal with conflicts, paradoxes, complexity and chaos; 

- have requisite variety; 

- have requisite redundancy; and 

- be self-referential and critically self-reflexive’ 

(Bawden, 1997a, p. 30). 

This suggests a basic recipe that might be applied, re-learnt and adapted 
according to context and participant mix, in any learning situation where the existing 
structures and ethos allowed such experimentation. Clearly, such characteristics are 
more appropriate or applicable to non-formal adult learning situations - see for 
example the methodologies that go under the title of Participatory Rural Appraisal 
(PRA) (Chambers, 1977). Yet many formal educators can recall specific learning 
experiences which in some way significantly engaged or moved the learners on. 
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In 2002, I conducted an evaluation at Schumacher College (Sterling & Baines, 
2002) - a small, privately-run ‘international centre for ecological studies’ at 
Dartington, UK - where there is significant evidence of, and an unusually high 
incidence of - transformative learning compared to the quality of the learning 
experience in most formal mainstream institutions. Whilst the College is in many 
respects unique, there is a good deal of interest in how far aspects of its learning 
experiences might be emulated in more mainstream situations. Whilst the latter are 
often characterised by systematic management and organisation including top-down 
control, explicit rules, defined structures and areas of responsibility, and a degree of 
rigidity, Schumacher College demonstrates a high degree of systemicity: that is, 
internal connection, relatedness and coherence which is in many ways the key to 
understanding its operation and distinctiveness. The aims and objectives of the 
education programme and of the individual courses are less tightly defined, subject 
to change and evolution depending on how a course evolves, not spelt out at the 
detailed level of course aims and learning outcomes, and where expressed, relate to 
levels of personal change and long-term change in the wider world. There is a fine 
and dynamic balance between explicitness and implicitness, autonomy of the part 
and integration within the whole, structure and spontaneity, and healthy emergence 
and synergy is inherent to the mode of operation. In brief, Schumacher College has 
evolved a ‘learning system' which can, and often does, facilitate transformative 
learning. This learning environment is characterised by its fluidity, integration, 
multidimensionality, intensity, ethical integrity, caring and synergy. 

WHOLE SYSTEMS CHANGE 

Obviously, Schumacher College, and the Hawkesbury experiment are highly 
unusual exemplars, and the standard higher education institution with thousands of 
students might wonder what it could possibly learn from them. At root level, the 
paradigmatic shift that informs these experiments is the key, and the whole systems 
change that this implies. Fundamentally, this means a shift from the machine 
metaphor that informs prevailing views of educational management and the learning 
process towards a view of the institution as a living system and learning organisation 
(Senge in De Geus, 1997). So far, such thinking is far more in evidence in business 
management discourse associated with the implications of complexity theory (see 
e.g. Stacey, 1996; De Geus, 1997) than it is in education. 

However, Banathy (1991; 1992; 1999) who has been a leading writer on 
systemic change in education, argues that we need to move beyond the traditional 
paradigm, through which - he says - our inquiry is still dominated by reductionism. 
‘objectivity’ and determinism. This approach cannot, ‘possibly cope with the 
complexity, mutual causality, purpose, intention, uncertainty, ambiguity, and ever 
accelerating dynamic changes that characterise our systems and larger society 
environment’ (1991, p. 10). His work makes a series of useful distinctions that first, 
clarify the nature of what he terms the ‘design journey’ towards a more systemic 
conception of education, and second, give intellectual credence to the idea that 
indeed, there is a necessary difference of paradigm at issue here, rather than a 
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tinkering within existing boundaries. These distinctions include the difference 
between: 



Table 4. Difference between first order change and second order change. 



Improving/reforming educational systems 

Making adjustments in existing system 

Piecemeal change 

Planning process 

Designing for the future 

Adaptive learning 



AND Transforming educational systems 
Redesigning education systems 
Whole system/systemic change 
Design process 
Designing the future 
Transformative learning 



This is the difference between first order change and second (and possibility of 
third) order change, reviewed above. The difference between these applied 
paradigms is the collective intelligence we bring to bear. Thus, Banathy suggests 
that the nature of the questions surrounding education and learning undergo a 
qualitative shift, from such ‘in paradigm’ questions as: 

How can we improve the system to make it more efficient/effective? How can we 
improve student and teacher performance? How can we establish better standards, and 
how can we test for those better standards? Et cetera. 



to: 

What is the nature and what are the characteristics of the current post-industrial 
information age? What should be the role and function of education in this new era? Et 
cetera. (Banathy, 1991, p. 17) 

Similarly, Ison makes a critical distinction between the dominant top-down, 
expert-led 'teaching paradigm’ giving rise to a ‘teaching system’ which stifles 
creativity, initiative and critical thought and ignores the multidimensionality of 
complex problems: on the other, the need for a ‘learning paradigm’ and consequent 
‘learning systems’ which encourage and allow such qualities to emerge and 
encompasses multiple perspectives. There is a need he says, ‘to re-establish 
universities as communities of learners, [lecturers] must become involved in 
learning about learning, facilitating the development of learners, and in exploring 
new ways of understanding their own and others' realities’ (Ison, 1990, p. 9). The 
conventional teaching paradigm, says Ison, is so different from the learning 
paradigm which sustainability requires, that the possibility of sustainable agriculture 
(the subject of Ison's paper) is threatened. Here again, is an argument not for just for 
an add-on change of method or content, but for a profound change of epistemology. 

Elsewhere, there is evidence of growing recognition that sustainability 
necessarily requires a change of ethos, epistemology and praxis in higher education, 
and that it is for each institution to grapple with the difficult transition this implies. 
One example is the EU Socrates Thematic Network for Agriculture, Forestry, 
Aquaculture and the Environment (AFANet), which between 1997 and 2000 
explored in some detail - and confirmed that sustainability necessarily implies - a 
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shift from transmissive methodology towards transformative methodology and a 
fundamental rethink of the academic missions of institutions. 

These examples bear out the need for and possibility of a ‘whole system shift’ 
which can be summarised simply as four ‘P’s: 



Paradigm 



Purpose 



Policy 



Practice 



instead of higher education reflecting a paradigm founded on a 
mechanistic root metaphor and embracing reductionism, positivism, and 
objectivism, it begins to reflect a paradigm founded on a living systems or 
ecological metaphor and view of the world, embracing holism, 
systemisism and critical subjectivity. This gives rise to a change of ethos 
and purpose... 

instead of higher education being mostly or only as preparation for 
economic life, it becomes: a broader education for a sustainable 
society/communities; sustainable economy; sustainable ecology. This 
expanded sense of purpose gives rise to a shift in policy. . . 
instead of higher education being viewed solely in terms of product 
(courses/materials/qualifications/educated people) it becomes: much more 
seen as a process of developing potential and capacity through life, at 
individual and community levels through continuous learning. This 
requires a change in methodology and practice. . . 

instead of higher education being largely confined to instruction and 
transmission, it becomes: much more a participative, dynamic, active 
learning process based more on generating knowledge and meaning in 
context, and on real-world/situated problem solving. 



These can be drawn using an iceberg metaphor - reflecting that the deeper levels of 
paradigm and purpose guiding policy and practice in higher education tend to be 
hidden from view and consequently also, most debate. 




Figure 3. The four P's iceberg. 

The four P’s can also be seen and drawn as a nesting systems figure, suggesting that 
what an institution does (provision) is ultimately informed by its dominant view of 
reality and its epistemology (paradigm). 
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Figure 4. The four ‘P’s as nesting systems. 

Clearly, these P’s are relevant to any systemic level - from the national system to 
the institutional level, and even the departmental level within the institution. 

At the level of the individual institution, a whole systems approach to realising a 
more integrative and ecological paradigm involves recognising the potential for 
systemic coherence and healthy emergence within and between the dimensions of its 
operation. Within any particular educational institution, we might identify at least 
seven dimensions of its operational life: 

• ethos; 

• curriculum; 

• pedagogy, research, learning and inquiry; 

• organisation/management style; 

• resource management and use; 

• physical structures/architecture; 

• community links and relationships. 

These can be represented in relationship as follows: 
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COMMUNITY LINKS MANAGEMENT 




ETTTOS 



Figure 5. Seven operational dimensions of an educational institutions. 

Hence, any dimension has at least six relational paths to be considered. The systemic 
view recognises that the existing relationships in the system may be characterised by 
dysfunctionality, lack of synergy or by negative and unintended emergent properties, 
conflict and contradiction, not least in terms of effects on people. To help move 
towards a more sustainable state, a whole systems view will pose such inclusive 
questions as: 

• how far are these seven dimensions regarded as a systemic whole? 

• how far are the relationships within and between these dimensions characterised 
by systemic coherence and healthy emergence, or by fragmentation and 
contradiction? 

• how far is planning and change systemic and collaborative - keeping the effects 
on the whole system and emergence in mind - or piecemeal and imposed? 

The general shifts sought might be summarized thus: 



Table 5. The general shifts summarized. 



Towards sustainable institutions 


From 


To 


Incoherence and fragmentation 


Systemic coherence and positive synergy 


Large scale, loss of connectivity 


Human scale, high connectivity 


Closed community 


Open, 'p ermea ble’ community 


Teaching organisation 


Learning organisation 


Microcosm of unsustainable society 


Microcosm (as far as possible) of sustainable 




society 
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Again, using a systems perspective, what is actually possible in any institution 
will be partly conditional upon the wider context within which that institution 
operates. Looking again at Figure 2 above, any institution may be seen as occupying 
a subsystem level within the centre of the ‘Education’ system level. Thus, its 
response to sustainability will be influenced by the contextual level of what is 
happening in the education system as a whole, and beyond that, the context of its 
immediate community and society as a whole. 

This leads to a critical question which radically reorients the prevailing notion of 
‘education for change’, that is, education as an agent for social change. Thus, the 
question ‘how can education change people’s behaviour in respect to the 
environment and sustainability’, which has underlain much environmental education 
discourse over the last 30 years is superseded. This linear view of the relationship 
between education and society is replaced by a systemic view, which generates a 
very different question: 'how can education and society change together in a 
mutually affirming way, towards more sustainable patterns for both?’ Banathy 
(1991, p. 129) suggests this signals a change from education focusing on 
maintaining the existing state and operating as a rather closed system, towards 
helping shape society ‘through co-evolutionary interactions, as a future-creating, 
innovative and open system’. This is a vision of on-going re-creation where both 
education and society, institution and community, are engaged in a relationship of 
mutual transformation, ongoing inquiry and reflexivity which can explore, develop 
and manifest sustainability values. This is itself a transformative, co-evolutionary 
relationship characterised by positive feedback loops which drive the metasystem 
(society) and subsystem (education) - or at micro level, community and institution - 
to a new state. This is what Henderson (1993) would call a ‘breakthrough’ scenario. 

In this way, the meaning of the ‘learning society' becomes much more than one 
which learns new skills, but one which is better able to understand itself. The initial 
driving forces in this process may be less to do with education (that is, the effects of 
‘education for change'), than increasing awareness in society - and therefore, 
amongst some actors in education - of deep systemic crisis in the ecological 
suprasystem and in our relationship with it. Hence, it is growing awareness of 
systems failure, including recognition of the inadequacy of current assumptions and 
values that is the current and potential spur to systemic change in higher education 
both in terms of paradigm and provision. As Chapman states, people: 

will not change their mode of thinking or operating within the world until their existing 
modes are proved beyond doubt, through direct experience, to be failing (Chapman, 

2002, p. 14). 

This perhaps gives equal grounds for pessimism and optimism as regards the 
probability of large-scale change in higher education. Meanwhile, and to conclude 
this section, I will summarise some of the key points that increase the possibility of 
deep change in higher education as a sufficient response to the challenge and 
opportunity of sustainability: 

- the importance of conscious intent and leadership; 

- the importance of second order learning as a precursor to epistemic change; 
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- the need for epistemological change towards a more participative or ecological 
paradigm; 

- the importance of attention to context; 

- the need for systemic rather than piecemeal change; 

- the importance of a co-evolutionary rather than linear view of the relationship 
between education and society. 



CONCLUSION - LEARNING BY DESIGN, OR BY DEFAULT? 

This chapter has set out some ‘tools for thought' and theoretical models of change in 
higher education as a response to the challenge of advancing the sustainability 
transition. Using insights from systems thinking particularly with regard to learning 
levels, some of the implications and dimensions of deep change towards a more 
participative and ecological education paradigm which in turn could reorient 
provision in HE have been mapped out at a general level. It is hoped that such 
mapping might make such change more possible and practicable. 

In current postmodern conditions of complexity, instability, and unsustainability, 
the response of policy makers is too often to ‘order the mess’ by increasing central 
control and regulation, a first-order response that is likely to stifle rather than release 
the creativity and innovation that these conditions require. In short, the ethos of HE 
needs to move from ‘systematic control to systemic inquiry'. Universities need to 
‘become knowledge generating, rigorous and transformative in ways and on terms 
that we can still barely envisage from our current positions’ (Weil, 1999, p. 197). 
Otherwise says Weil, they are in danger of becoming both valueless and visionless 
and complied in the market-driven vision of the role of higher education. 

In sum, learning can either reinforce the prevailing worldview, or precipitate the 
‘movement of mind’ (Senge, 1990, p. 13), the metanoia or re-perception of meaning 
that many commentators now advocate. In the end, transformative learning depends 
on the nature of the learning experience we have ourselves and can help to and hope 
to provide for others. As a society and in the higher education sector, we can choose 
either to strive towards deep learning and reorientation by conscious design, or have 
it thrust upon us by default, through the effect of mounting crisis. 
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CHAPTER 6 



ASSESSING SUSTAINABILITY: CRITERIA, TOOLS, 
AND IMPLICATIONS 

Michael S briber g 



INTRODUCTION 

Efforts to assess campus' responses to the quest for sustainability have proliferated 
in recent years, driven in part by the desire to translate the idealist language of 
sustainability into concrete environmental and interrelated social goals and 
comparisons . 1 These efforts reveal much about the state of campus sustainability 
through their structure and content (in addition to their outcomes). They illuminate 
what experts believe are the essential attributes of a sustainable college or university 
as well as provide insight into the organizational processes involved in moving 
toward this fleeting goal. Constructed and implemented wisely, cross-institutional 
sustainability assessment tools can be a powerful force for organizational change. 
However, poorly constructed and implemented assessment tools provide misleading 
or irrelevant information, which can cause unnecessary alarm or complacency. To 
help avoid these potential problems and reach these potential benefits, this chapter 
identifies criteria for assessment tools, evaluates current efforts against these criteria, 
and generates conclusions about the state of sustainability in higher education and 
directions for future assessment research and practice. This focus reflects a bias 
toward process as opposed to outcomes, which is necessary because most tools are 
in the relatively early developmental stages, and have not yet been extensively used 
and thus cannot be evaluated in terms of effect. 

THE NEED FOR ASSESSMENT 

Defining and assessing sustainability across campuses has proven to be difficult, due 
in large part to the ambiguities involving in operationalizing and standardizing 
environmental and social principles. Therefore, many administrators as well as 
advocates question the wisdom of investing in a cross-institutional sustainability 



1 The initial research for this chapter was conducted for the March 2001 Consultation on “Assessing 
Progress Toward Sustainability in Higher Education” (Washington, D.C.), co-sponsored by University 
Leaders for a Sustainable Future (ULSF) and the National Wildlife Federation’s Campus Ecology 
Program. The author wishes to acknowledge the organizers and attendees of this event generally, as well 
as Wynn Calder and Heather Tallent of ULSF specifically, for their assistance and feedback. 
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assessment. The response to this relevant and potentially paralyzing concern 
depends heavily on the stage of campus sustainability efforts. For institutions with 
strong initiatives, the simplest response is that by participating in benchmarking and 
assessment activities, efforts can be advanced through internal evaluation of 
strengths and weaknesses, discovering "best practices”, and promoting 
accomplishments to date. For institutions with weaker efforts, assessments can 
“jumpstart” a sustainability commitment by systematically identifying potential 
benefits and costs as well as strategies for success. 

Simply put, campuses require methods of comparison to each other as well as to 
a vision of a “sustainable college or university” to ensure and affirm that they are 
moving in the right (or wrong) direction. The concept that Onisto (1999, p. 37) 
outlines for the economy as a whole applies to institutions of higher education: 
“Without a measure and value attached for the rates at which an economy consumes 
nature, there is no possibility for the market to act in any other interest than 
economic.” In other words, to get to the “bottom line” of sustainability, institutions 
require a natural, social and economic capital balance sheet. Although circumstances 
vary considerably on each campus, cross-institutional assessment tools can minimize 
the effort involved in developing these balance sheets by sharing common 
experiences and goals. 

Cross-institutional assessment tools can identify sources of support and 
resistance for sustainability initiatives, which helps lead to effective sustainability 
policies, objectives, and programs. In a theme echoed by campuses across the world, 
Monteith and Sabbatini (1997, p. 56-57) found that “people were supportive of the 
sustainability mantra, but when the implications became more clearly defined, 
disparities in approach and implementation became apparent.” Therefore, 
assessment tools are important in operationalizing charters and policy statements 
about sustainability in higher education such as the Talloires Declaration (1990), 
Halifax Declaration (1991), Kyoto Declaration (1993) and Copernicus Charter 
(1993). "Although these documents contain important guidelines for education, none 
of them offers concrete prescriptions on an operational level for what Higher 
Education should do exactly in order to contribute maximally to sustainable 
development,” claims Roorda (2000). Assessment tools can help alleviate this 
problem through focusing efforts on continual improvement. These tools can also 
facilitate communication of progress within and across institutions, which is key to 
mutual success in moving toward the ambitious and amorphous target of 
sustainability in higher education. These benefits are potentially far-reaching, but 
not guaranteed. Cross-institutional sustainability assessment can be an extremely 
frustrating exercise for all stakeholders if the assessment tool and process is not 
constructed and implemented prudently. Therefore, analysts need to carefully reflect 
upon what constitutes strong and useful sustainability assessment. My advice for this 
endeavor is outlined in the following section. 
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CRITERIA 

Currently, there are no explicit guidelines for how to create cross-institutional 
assessment tools, although many criteria are implicit within current tools and theory. 
Perhaps the best way to begin the process of articulating criteria is by examining the 
broad principles underlying sustainability in higher education. Nobody has done this 
more clearly and thoughtfully than David Orr of Oberlin College. Orr, as quoted by 
the Penn State Green Destiny Council (2000, p. 4), proposes five criteria to rank 
campus sustainability: 1) What quantity of material goods does the 

college/university consume on a per capita basis? 2) What are the university/college 
management policies for materials, waste, recycling, purchasing, landscaping, 
energy use, and building? 3) Does the curriculum engender ecological literacy? 4) 
Do university/college finances help build sustainable regional economies? 5) What 
do the graduates do in the world? These questions, although difficult to quantify and 
answer, do not “tinker around the edges”, as is the tendency of many environmental 
assessments; they deal with core issues of ecologically, socially and fiscally 
sustaining a society and campus. They move farther “upstream” and “downstream" 
than typical environmental criteria because they address physical and social impacts, 
intentions, and, of course, the key (ideal) “output” of higher education: educated 
citizens. 

To paraphrase an often-used line of William McDonough: “Being less bad is not 
the same as being good.” The most common pitfall of assessment tools is that they 
measure eco-efficiency (Fussier, 1996) (i.e. “being less bad”) instead of true 
sustainability (i.e. “being good”). This distinction is crucial as eco-efficiency 
indicators stress material utilization, environmental performance and regulatory 
compliance, while sustainability indicators stress issues at the nexus of the 
environment, society and economy with the goal of no negative impacts (O'Connor, 
1995). For example, an eco-efficiency energy indicator would measure energy 
conservation, while a sustainability indicator would measure total greenhouse gas 
emissions against a goal of zero. The difference is of mindset in promoting 
incremental (i.e. eco-efficient) or systemic (i.e. sustainable) change; eco-efficiency 
ends with the incremental while sustainability incorporates both approaches. 

As Onisto (1999, p. 41) points out, the danger of relying solely on eco-efficiency 
indicators “comes from the appearance that something substantive is being done. It 
lulls people into feeling that the environment has been, and is adequately, 
considered.” Since “sustainability is a process, not a destination” (Bandy II, 1998), 
the tools to measure sustainability must delve deep into decision-making by asking 
about mission, rewards, incentives and other process-oriented outcomes. In this way, 
analysts capture dynamic processes and motivations - including direction, strategy, 
intent and comprehensiveness - as well as present impacts. To identify levers for 
organizational change, assessment tools must ask "why” and “how” campuses 
pursue sustainability in addition to “what” they are currently doing. In other words, 
assessment tools must analyze processes and motivations in addition to outcomes. 
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One of the more difficult tasks involved in creating assessment tools is deciding 
which factors to measure. The best tools address contextually appropriate issues of 
major importance to campus environmental, social and economic efforts and effects. 
Since many facets of colleges and universities potentially fall under the rubric of 
sustainability, the problem here is of parsimony. The task of the creator and user of 
assessment tools is to identify issues with broad effects and influence, yet specific 
measurement possibilities. Moreover, the tools must provide mechanisms to 
prioritize sustainability-related issues. 

Campuses need quick, yet penetrating ways to measure status, progress, 
priorities and direction. Therefore, the ability to calculate and compare progress 
toward sustainability is often a limiting factor in assessment. However, assessment 
tools need not be exclusively quantitative. In fact, quantitative tools in isolation have 
little chance of fully expressing progress toward sustainability since there is no well- 
defined “sustainable campus" upon which to base measures. On the other hand, 
qualitative data must be collected and analyzed in a manner that allows for cross- 
campus comparisons. The key is to find measurement methods that are flexible 
enough to capture organizational complexities and differences, yet specific enough 
to be calculable and comparable. 

Perhaps most importantly, sustainability assessment tools must be 
comprehensible to a broad range of stakeholders. Without this accessibility and 
communicability, assessments will have little impact. Therefore, analysts must 
develop mechanisms for reporting that are verifiable and lucid. Given their potential 
importance as cross-campus communication tools in both process and outcome, 
comprehensibility should not be sacrificed for precision. However, this criterion 
does not preclude complicated methodology, as long as translation into 
understandable outcomes is possible (U.S. Interagency Working Group on 
Sustainable Development Indicators, 1998). The ecological footprint (Wackernagel 
& Rees, 1996) is a positive example of this principle, as complex calculations 
translate into an understandable and demonstrable geographic area. 

The creators and users of cross-institutional sustainability assessment tools have 
a difficult task in measuring up to these criteria. They must not only portray the 
status of colleges or universities (as measured against the ever-evolving baseline of 
sustainability) but also integrate motivations, processes and outcomes into a 
comparable, understandable and calculable framework that moves far beyond eco- 
efficiency. These tools need to decipher directions and processes while stressing 
prioritized opportunities for change. Although no tool - and certainly no individual 
indicator - will capture all these attributes, the next section reviews efforts that excel 
at meeting different facets of these challenging criteria (Table 1 ). 
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Table 1. Evaluation of Campus Sustainability Assessment Tools. 



Assessment Tool 


Major Strengths 


Major Weakness 


State of the 

Campus 

Environment 


- Comprehensive; Combines eco- 
efficiency & sustainability 

- Identifies barriers, drivers, 
incentives and motivations 

- Identifies processes and current 
status 


- Little use of the term 
“sustainability” 

- Small sample within each 
college or university 


Sustainability 

Assessment 

Questionnaire 


- Emphasizes (cross-functional) 
sustainability as a process 

- Useful as a conversational and 
teaching tool 

- Probing questions that identify 
weaknesses and set goals 


- No mechanisms for comparisons 
or benchmarking 

- Difficult for large universities to 
complete 


Auditing 
Instrument for 
Sustainability in 
Higher 
Education 


- Flexible framework for 
institutional comparisons 

- Process-orientation which helps 
prioritize and set goals through 
developmental stages 


- Difficult to comprehend 

- Motivations are potentially 
excluded 


Environmental 
Report and 
Workbook 


- Useful in strategic planning and 
prioritizing 

- Collects baseline data and best 
practices 


- Operational eco-efficiency and 
compliance focus 

- Difficult to aggregate and 
compare data 

- Motivations are largely ignored 


Greening 

Campuses 


- Comprehensive, action 
orientation incorporating 
processes 

- Explicitly and deeply addresses 
sustainability 

- User-friendly manual with case 
studies, recommendations 


- Calculations and comparisons 
difficult 

- Focus on Canadian community 
colleges 

- Resources out-of-date 


Campus Ecology 


- Cross-functional, practical 
“guide” and framework 

- Baseline for current tools 


- Environmentally focused (i.e. 
not sustainability) 

- No longer “state-of-the-art” 


Environmental 

Performance 

Survey 


- Process-oriented 

- Compatible with environmental 
management systems 


- Operational eco-efficiency 

- Neglect of sustainability and 
cross-functional initiatives 


Indicators 

Snapshot/Guide 


- Quick, prioritized environmental 
“snapshot” 

- Opportunity for more depth on 
issues of concern 


- Operational, eco-efficiency 
focus with little reference to 
processes, motivations, 
benchmarking and sustainability 


Grey Pinstripes 
with Green Ties 


- Model for data collection and 
reporting 

- Links programs and reputations 


- Not sustainability-specific 

- Neglects decision-making 
processes and operations 


EMS Self- 
Assessment 


- Rapid self-assessment focused 
on processes 


- Operational eco-efficiency focus 
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EVALUATION OF ASSESSMENT TOOLS 

Perhaps because of the difficulties involved in implementing and reporting on cross- 
institutional assessment tools, the relatively new field of management for 
sustainability in higher education suffers from a lack of empirical data, as pointed 
out by Filho (2000) and others. Herremans and Allwright (2000, p. 169) wrote, 
“Even though the literature provides some excellent case studies of environmental 
initiatives that have been implemented throughout the world, most of the 
information available is in the form of examples of 'this is what we did on our 
campus.’” The major works in the field adhere to the trend of providing case studies 
and practical advice - mixed with some theory - but with little empirical 
crosscutting data (e.g. Cortese, 1999a; 1999b; 2001; Creighton, 1998; Eagan & 
Keniry, 1998; Eagan & Orr, 1992; Filho, 1999; Filho, 2002; Keniry, 1995; Smith & 
The Student Environmental Action Coalition, 1993). However, ten efforts - which 
vary greatly in scope, scale and phase - have emerged to alleviate this problem: 2 



“State of the Campus Environment” Survey and Report (U.S.) 

The most comprehensive and ambitious assessment effort to date is the National 
Wildlife Federation (NWF) Campus Ecology Program's “State of the Campus 
Environment" project (McIntosh, Cacciola, Clermont, & Keniry, 2001). NWF’s far- 
reaching goal is to provide a “national profile of environmental performance on 
America’s colleges and universities (National Wildlife Federation, 2001)”. To this 
end (and after an extensive review process), NWF developed the "first-ever large- 
scale (campus) environmental performance survey” - funded in part by the 
Educational Foundation of America, co-sponsored by 14 organizations, and 
administered by Princeton Survey Research Associates. The survey - which is web- 
based in order to reduce waste without sacrificing features such as the ability to 
pause and save data - was sent (in December 2000) to presidents, provosts and chief 
facilities officers at all 4,100 accredited two- and four-year colleges and universities 
in the U.S. The long-term goal is to conduct the survey every 2-3 years to assess 
national trends over time (K. Cacciola, personal communication, March, 2001). 

The NWF survey effectively combines measures of incremental eco-efficiency 
(e.g. water conservation and recycling) with more systemic, sustainable processes 
(e.g. faculty training in sustainability, land stewardship practices, and use of life- 
cycle assessment). Moreover, the survey combines accountability for environmental 
performance and history of environmental initiatives with detailed issue-based 
questions. The survey also takes the unique step of explicitly identifying barriers, 
drivers, incentives and motivations for pursuing campus environmental change from 
a leadership perspective. The mixture of qualitative and quantitative measures 
ensures comparability, contextual richness and a comprehensible set of best 
practices. However, NWF emphasizes that the survey is not designed to rank 



2 The tools chosen for assessment are the most far-reaching and successful identified in the literature by 
the author and several other experts. However, this list is not comprehensive, as assessment tools have 
been omitted intentionally and unintentionally, due to lack of space and information. 
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individual campuses on sustainability, but rather to provide nationwide trends on 
managerial practices. 

A weakness of NWF’s assessment tool is the lack of explicit reference to 
sustainability, as the term only appears in the context of curriculum. NWF opted to 
use the term “management" or “environmental” instead of “sustainability” to ensure 
comprehension by administrators. However, since sustainability is widely-regarded 
as different from “environmental responsibility”, campus leaders might attach 
different meanings to survey questions based on their interpretations, none of which 
might approach theorists’ and practitioners' meaning of “sustainability”. Without 
explicit reference to sustainability, social issues - and their interaction with 
environmental issues - tend to be neglected. An unavoidable weakness (given the 
broad scope of the survey) is that characterizing an entire campus with input from a 
maximum of the top three decision-makers (and, possibly, their staffs) is difficult 
and potentially misleading. 

NWF received responses from 1,116 out of 12,300 individuals (9.1%) and 891 
out of 4,100 institutions (21.7%) (McIntosh et al., 2001). While summarizing the 
results of the survey is beyond the scope of this chapter, NWF’s Campus 
Environmental Scorecard represents a major step forward in our knowledge of 
campus environmental performance and decision-making processes. This process of 
“grading” the environmental status of U.S. campuses can and should become a 
foundation for future assessments by NWF and other individuals or institutions. 



Sustainability Assessment Questionnaire (Global) 

The Association of University Leaders for a Sustainable Future's (ULSF) 
Sustainability Assessment Questionnaire (SAQ) - which is currently being utilized 
at select campuses across the world - complements NWF's efforts. While NWF 
focuses on benchmarking, the SAQ is a largely qualitative “teaching tool” that 
stimulates “discussion and further assessment” (University Leaders for a Sustainable 
Future, 1999). The SAQ can be downloaded from ULSF’s website (www.ulsf.org), 
and ULSF encourages institutions to use the SAQ as a “3-4 hour exercise on your 
campus with a group of approximately ten representatives including staff, students, 
faculty and administrators”. The goals of the SAQ are to offer its users “a 
comprehensive definition of sustainability in higher education as well as to provide a 
snapshot of their institutions on the path to sustainability”. The SAQ emphasizes 
decision-making mechanisms and processes, with responses on both a 5-point likert 
scale and in open-ended paragraphs. 

The greatest strength of the SAQ is its clear focus on sustainability and 
sustainable processes. The major weakness of the SAQ is identified by ULSF in its 
cover letter for the tool (University Leaders for a Sustainable Future, 1999): “Since 
the questions are primarily qualitative and impressionistic, we cannot use the 
responses to rate or compare institutions.” However, the results are helping to 
determine the perception of sustainability in higher education. An additional 
potential problem is that large institutions may not be able to answer many of the 




78 



Michael Shriberg 



questions comprehensively, such as listing courses and research efforts related to 
sustainability. 

SAQ users are asked to fill out a 7-question survey about their response to and 
usage of the SAQ. The results from this questionnaire (H. Tallent, Personal 
Communication, 2002) show that many users across the world find the SAQ useful 
as a way to frame campus sustainability as well as to design more specific 
assessments and strategies for their own campuses. Therefore, the SAQ seems 
poised to continue to be successful as a discussion-generating and progress-reporting 
tool for campus sustainability scholars and practitioners. 

Sustainability is explicitly outlined in the cover letter and through a page of 
definitions placed before the survey. These definitions emphasize the social side of 
sustainability as well as the inherent ambiguities of moving toward and measuring 
sustainability as a campus. Another major strength of the SAQ is that it poses 
probing questions about sustainability and its integration into the campus in terms of 
strengths, weaknesses, goals and desires, such as “the institution’s contribution to a 
sustainable economy and sustainable local communities”. ULSF stresses 
sustainability, not eco-efficiency, in institutional operations by inquiring about 
source reduction, social responsibility in investing, and sustainable landscaping. In 
addition, the SAQ assesses crosscutting organizational structures and processes - 
such as integration of sustainability into incentives, rewards, staffing, and formal 
statements. 



Auditing Instrument for Sustainability in Higher Education ( Global) 

The major goals of the Dutch working group which designed the Auditing 
Instrument for Sustainability in Higher Education (AISHE) include: providing 
criteria and a framework for internal and external sustainability audits; measuring 
the success in campus implementation of sustainability; and creating a mechanism to 
exchange experiences and motivations (Roorda, 2000; 2002). The goal is for AISHE 
to expand across Europe and the world, resulting in certificates, awards, and other 
forms of official recognition for users and the instrument itself (Roorda, 2000). As 
of this writing, AISHE had been tested at “a number of universities in the 
Netherlands and in Sweden” (Roorda, 2002). 

AISHE consists of 24 “criteria” evaluated on five developmental “stages” 
(activity oriented, process oriented, system oriented, chain oriented, society 
oriented). For example, “staff development plan” is in the “society oriented stage” 
(the highest) if "the organisation policy on sustainability is based on societal and 
technological developments. There is systematic feedback to society (Roorda, 
2002).” By assessing and prioritizing the stage of each item (in groups of 10-15 over 
a 4-6 hour span), a college or university forms a matrix (24 x 5) of status and goals 
complete with assistance tools for advancement. AISHE explicitly focuses on 
process over content, qualitative over quantitative measures, and descriptive over 
prescriptive measures (Roorda, 2002). 3 Thus, AISHE is both an auditing method and 



3 A useful description of how the creators of AISHE wrangled with these assessment tool construction 
issues is portrayed in Roorda (2002). 
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a policy instrument around which other sustainability tools, such as ISO 14001, can 
form. AISHE's process-orientation captures dynamic decisions involved in 
managing for sustainability. Moreover, the developmental stages encourage 
measurement of progress without forcing quantitative measures. Thus, AISHE 
provides for potential cross-institutional and intra-institutional comparison (which is 
beginning to happen). 

A significant weakness of AISHE is that the criteria are somewhat abstract and 
difficult to comprehend. However, the creators of AISHE are developing assistance 
tools, examples, reference lists, and a training program to make the criteria more 
tangible and comprehensible. In fact, the Dutch government is funding an AISHE 
team of consultants to assistant colleges and universities attempting to implement 
sustainability initiatives (Roorda, 2002). Another potential weakness is that AISHE 
does not explicitly include indicators about motivations for pursuing sustainability. 
In other words, it seems possible to use the tool without explicitly addressing the 
reasons for moving a campus in a particular direction. Overall, however, AISHE is 
an excellent example of a process-oriented approach to sustainability assessment. 
The consensus-building approach to designing AISHE created a flexible platform 
upon which to stimulate and operationalize sustainability in higher education. 
Therefore, AISHE has the potential for global reach and appeal. 



Environmental Report and Workbook (England) 

To assist "those within universities who are responsible for implementing 
environmental policy”, the Higher Education Funding Council for England 
developed an environmental report (1998a) and workbook (1998b). The workbook - 
which includes over 130 self-assessment questions - guides colleges and universities 
through a legislative and environmental review. The greatest strengths of this effort 
include its strategic foci on: baseline data, best practices, policy, management 
systems (including creating responsibility and information systems), conditions for 
success, and meeting (English) legal requirements. The self-assessment worksheet 
included in the workbook can help college or university personnel rate, plan and 
prioritize environmental management. However, the effort is focused on operations, 
and sustainability is rarely mentioned and is never used as a goal-setting target. 
Regulatory compliance and eco-efficiency are stressed, to the detriment of more 
systemic changes. Moreover, the self-assessment format leaves little room for 
comparisons between institutions or aggregate measures of progress, and 
motivations are largely ignored. 



Greening Campuses ( Global ) 

The primary goal of “Greening Campuses” (Chernushenko, 1996, p. vi) is to be “a 
comprehensive source of information and strategies designed as much for 
institutions already grappling with environmental issues as it is for those that have 
barely begun to do so.” Greening Campuses is a practical manual (which comes on a 
diskette) created through a partnership between the United Nations Environment 
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Programme, the Association of Community Colleges of Canada and the 
International Institute for Sustainable Development. The manual begins with a call 
to action as well as definitions of sustainability. The sustainability orientation 
continues throughout the manual. A major strength of Greening Campuses is its 
comprehensive, process orientation. Each of the many topics is addressed by clearly 
identifying: the problem and potential solutions; common obstacles and how to 
avoid them; costs, benefits and opportunities; priorities for action; and best 
practices. Thus, Greening Campuses creates a systematic, holistic framework for 
action toward sustainability that incorporates specific, prioritized recommendations 
as well as examples of institutions further along the path to sustainability. Moreover, 
Greening Campuses raises profound issues about social and ecological 
sustainability. For example, the “Facilities Design and Construction” section 
recommends beginning the design process by asking the question: “Is this facility 
needed?” However, Greening Campuses fails to provide an adequate way to 
calculate and compare progress toward sustainability. In addition, the manual 
focuses on Canadian community colleges, not to the exclusion of other institutions, 
but enough to hamper the usefulness for other types of campuses. Moreover, many 
of the resources in the manual are outdated. Overall, Greening Campuses 
(Chernushenko, 1996) is an excellent resource for campus environmental decision- 
makers developing action strategies, but falls short as a measurable and comparable 
assessment tool. 



Campus Ecology (Global) 

Students and others across the U.S. and world have used the book “Campus 
Ecology” (Smith and the Student Environmental Action Coalition, 1993) extensively 
to conduct environmental audits. The cross-functional and comprehensive focus was 
unique at the time the book was published. Although these topics are addressed 
largely through an eco-efficiency lens, the emergence and integration of social and 
economic topics into the debate can be seen through the inclusion of “environmental 
justice” and “investment policies”. The major strength of “Campus Ecology” is its 
practicality as a clear, coherent framework for assessment: frame the problem, 
design assessment questions, gather data, identify best practices, develop 
recommendations and strategies, and find resources for implementation. Moreover, 
“Campus Ecology” encouraged the thought about processes, life-cycle analysis, and 
sense of place that is reflected in the more progressive current tools. Although this 
tool is no longer “state-of-the art”, it far exceeded its goal of being a starting point 
for student environmental assessments and has become a basis for cross-institutional 
sustainability assessments. 



Environmental Performance Surx’ey ( Canada and the U.S.) 

To assist the University of Calgary and other institutions in implementing 
environmental management systems, Herremans and Allwright (2000) designed a 
survey to answer the question: What drives good environmental performance at 
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North American colleges and universities? This survey was sent (1998-1999) to at 
least the largest two colleges or universities in each province and state as well as to 
Talloires Declaration 4 signatories. Fifty (12 Canadian/38 U.S.) out of the 251 
institutions in the sample (20%) returned the survey, which takes a cost-centered 
approach to environmental management, focusing not on quantitative data, but on 
four managerial “elements”: focus, commitment, capability and learning. The 
strengths of Herremans and Allwright’s effort come from their process-orientation, 
simplicity and compatibility with established environmental management systems. 
Moreover, this effort addresses and categorizes environmental posture and behavior 
in a holistic manner. However, the results are limited almost solely to operations, 
largely ignoring systemic cross-functional, cultural changes required for movement 
toward sustainability. 



Campus Sustainability Selected Indicators Snapshot and Guide (U.S.) 

The New Jersey Higher Education Partnership for Sustainability developed its 
“Campus Sustainability Selected Indicators Snapshot and Guide” with the goal of 
becoming a “simplified and workable” approach to sustainability assessment. For 
each of the 10 categories of indicators, each campus provides a “snapshot” (rating 
sustainability on a 1 to 7 scale) as well as a ranking of priorities. Campuses fill out a 
more detailed indicators guide for the highest priority items. The strength of the 
Partnership's effort is in providing a quick, prioritized overview of environmental 
facets of campus operations. However, this effort is narrowly focused on eco- 
efficiency in operations (e.g. lighting retrofits) - devoting little attention to 
sustainability and cross-functional initiatives - although institutions are asked to 
rank the “sustainability” of these efforts. There is little reference to processes, 
motivations or other important decision-making parameters. Moreover, there is no 
way to benchmark sustainability initiatives across campuses. 



“Grey Pinstripes with Green Ties” Business School Survey (U.S.) 

In 1998, the World Resources Institute (WRI) surveyed the top 67 MBA programs 
in the U.S. (50 respondents) on environmental courses, institutional support and 
faculty research (Finlay, Bunch, & Neubert, 1998). While the results of the survey 
are not directly relevant to this chapter, this survey represents a model for collecting 
digestible curriculum and research-based campus data. The results are portrayed in 
“quartiles”, which allow stakeholders to assess and benchmark institutions without 
forcing quantitative comparisons. Moreover, WRI’s assessment captures programs 
and reputations, and includes environmental courses as well as environmental 
modules in core courses. However, WRI's survey is not sustainability-specific (i.e. 
does not distinguish between sustainability and environmental issues), lacks 
information on decision-making processes, and does not include operations (nor 



4 The Talloires Declaration - created in 1990 - asks colleges and universities to work individually and 
collaboratively toward sustainability. An institution is a “signatory” if the president signs this “pledge”. 
For more information about the Talloires Declaration, see www.ulsf.org . 
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service to a significant degree). WRI conducts follow-up surveys called “Beyond 
Grey Pinstripes” (Finlay & Samuelson, 1999) every two years. 



Environmental Management System Self-Assessment Checklist (U.S.) 

The Campus Consortium for Environmental Excellence - which consists of U.S. 
environmental safety officers - developed its Environmental Management Self- 
Assessment Checklist (2000) to "help campuses identify the strengths and 
weaknesses of its current EMS (environmental management system)." The 33-part 
questionnaire is technical, process-oriented, based on ISO 14001, and directed at 
campus environmental health and safety professionals. The strength of this tool is as 
a “rapid self-assessment” which helps campuses visually focus on environmental 
management processes. The four-part scale for each question follows a “plan, do, 
check, act” framework in five major areas: environmental policy, planning, 
implementation and operations, checking and corrective action, and management 
review. However, the checklist does not reflect sustainability, focusing on eco- 
efficiency in operational areas such as compliance, documentation, policies and 
procedures. 



CONCLUSIONS 

The ten campus sustainability assessment tools reviewed in this chapter (Table 1) 
vary in purpose, scope, function and state of development. They also differ greatly 
in how well they meet the assessment tool criteria outlined at the beginning of this 
chapter. Unsurprisingly, most assessments excel in capturing baseline data on 
environmental and sustainability performance through an eco-efficiency framework. 
Surprisingly, many tools also excel at gathering process-oriented information on 
how campuses are beginning to manage for sustainability. This orientation may 
reflect an emerging recognition of the complexities and important of process in 
developing sustainability management systems. Moreover, most tools create a 
foundation for strategic planning through identifying important issues as well as 
methods to set and achieve prioritized sustainability goals. 

Most assessment tools do not provide mechanisms for comparing campus efforts 
against other institutions or national/international averages. This may reflect the fear 
of sustainability rankings discussed at the end of this section. Moreover, most 
assessments do not address the rationale for “why” initiatives began and are 
maintained (i.e. motivations), thus failing to provide input into effective advocacy 
strategies. Many tools focus on operational efficiency, although theory and practice 
point to the need for sustainability integration across all functional areas. Finally, 
many analysts and assessment tools do not effectively communicate methods and 
results, although this situation is likely to change as the tools are used more 
extensively and demand grows for outcomes. 

In addition to lessons about sustainability measurement, cross-institutional 
assessment tools provide valuable insight into essential attributes of sustainability in 
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higher education through their structure and content. An analysis of included and 
excluded factors reveals the following parameters: 

1. Decreased Consumption/Throughput: All assessment tools reflect the need for 
campuses to decrease usage of energy, water, and other materials and inputs. 
Tools that orient toward sustainability incorporate goals of adjusting throughput 
to ecosystem carrying capacities. 

2. Centrality of Sustainability Education : While elective courses on sustainability 
are necessary and commendable, state-of-the-art assessment tools recognize that 
sustainability education needs to be incorporated into core curricula and courses 
in many disciplines. Curricula on sustainability must include active and service 
learning about the home institution as well as larger ecological and social 
issues. Moving towards institutional sustainability means that all students 
should be exposed to environmental and interrelated social issues. 

3. Cross-Functional Integration : Strong assessment tools emphasize progress on 
issues that incorporate teaching, research, operations and service, such as land 
stewardship and ecological building design. Incorporating multiple functions 
ensures attention to the interrelated environmental, economic and social aspects 
of sustainability. 

4. Cross-Institutional Integration: Leading institutions in sustainability and 
leading assessment tools reach across institutional boundaries through 
initiatives and cross-campus comparisons. For example, assessments of campus 
investments as well as outreach and employment of graduates address the 
crucial function that colleges and universities play in social development 
through promoting or hindering sustainability. Moreover, campuses help each 
other by sharing successes, constraints and opportunities. 

5. Incremental and Systemic Progress : Recognizing that sustainability is a long- 
term and difficult goal and process, the tools reflect a two-prong approach. 
First, campuses should pursue incremental steps to move toward eco-efficiency 
(e.g. water conservation). The weaker assessment tools stop with incremental 
steps while the stronger tools incorporate the simultaneous second prong, 
systemic changes, which include incentive and reward structures, mission and 
goals statements, procedures, annual reports and other organizational decision- 
making processes. 

The most useful cross-institutional assessment tools reflect the larger transition in 
thought from environmental management (eco-efficiency) to management for 
sustainability. Of course, assessment approaches also inevitably reflect the biases of 
their creators and users. These tools are rapidly emerging, yet there are no well- 
defined "quality controls” or criteria for assessment. Therefore, a strong effort must 
be made to ensure that these tools meet the needs of colleges and universities, and 
provide valid results to all stakeholders. This chapter is designed to begin this 
process. 

Several assessment tools strive to become an international standard, which raises 
the question of whether a “universal tool” is desirable and feasible. This assessment 
approach has several clear benefits. First, an international model based on a single 
assessment tool would allow unprecedented opportunities for comparisons and 
standardization. Currently, analysts are developing assessment tools on somewhat 
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parallel tracks, and working toward an international standard could minimize these 
development efforts by combining strategies, resources and approaches. Ideally, a 
universal tool would make sustainability assessment less cumbersome and 
idiosyncratic. However, there is no agreement over whether such an international 
consensus-based approach is necessary to gather and share knowledge. The current 
approach - in which countries, regions and individual campuses develop or tailor 
tools for their own needs - is succeeding in gathering piecemeal data, if not 
comparable and verifiable results. Moreover, developing a "universal tool” would be 
a painstaking process, which would take longer than many stakeholders are willing 
to wait for results. In addition, the desirability of a “universal tool” is debatable as 
contextually important information is likely to be overlooked. What constitutes a 
sustainable system in one community, country or culture may not correlate with the 
needs and desires of a different stakeholder group. Therefore, scholars and 
practitioners need to carefully consider the necessity, feasibility and desirability of a 
“universal assessment tool”. 

A second major question/challenge for the future is: Should analysts numerically 
rank and publicly report on college and university progress toward sustainability? 
This question has divided analysts perhaps more than any other assessment issue. In 
the U.S., magazines such as U.S. News & World Report provide rankings of colleges 
and universities on a wide variety of academic, social and economic criteria. 
Institutions are deeply affected by these rankings and work hard to improve their 
relative positions. However, there are no ranking systems for environmental issues 
or sustainability. Clearly, “sustainability rankings” would provide digestible 
information to students, parents, administrators and other stakeholders on the 
relative position of campuses on sustainability. While these rankings would perhaps 
be most relevant on a national level, they would also provide an international 
perspective on which colleges and universities are taking the lead on sustainability. 
However, most assessment tools and analysts have shied away from rankings due to 
widespread resistance from administrators and others. There is no clear way to 
arrange campuses on a sustainability scale, yet lack of coherent criteria has not 
stopped campus rankings on other important issues, such as diversity, academic 
prowess, social life, etc. Therefore, scholars and practitioners need to either help 
shape a ranking system or provide a clear rationale for why ranking is not 
appropriate. This controversial potential next step in campus sustainability 
assessment will have far reaching practical and theoretical implications since it 
appears be important to the major “client” of higher education: students. 
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CHAPTER 7 



THE PROBLEMATICS OF SUSTAINABILITY IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION: A SYNTHESIS 

Peter Blaze Corcoran & Arjen E.J. Wals 



As the previous chapters illustrate, there is no one way of developing sustainability 
in higher education. There is not even one way of viewing sustainability. As has 
been pointed out in Part One, sustainability has a variety of meanings depending on 
the users, their backgrounds, interests and values, and the context in which it is used. 
Attempts to define and measure sustainability in order to contain it and provide it 
with a universal meaning have been manifold but have, by and large, failed. On the 
contrary, Dobson’s research showed that in the mid-nineties three hundred 
definitions for sustainability and sustainable development were available, up from 
just a few in the late eighties (Dobson, 1996). After a decade of work to bring 
meaning to these terms there is perhaps less coherence and more divergence. The 
likelihood of arriving at some common understanding seems more remote than ever 
(Wals & Jickling, 2002). 

One can argue that this “ill-definedness” (van Weelie & Wals, 2002) is as much 
a distinguishing property of sustainability as it is of the post-modernity that has 
tightened its grip on the social sciences and society. Postmodern social science has 
elevated the value of local knowledge, contextual meaning, and diversity of 
perspectives, thereby increasing the number of actors involved in decision and 
meaning-making. No longer is meaning pre-determined by a small group of so- 
called experts, instrumentaliy handed down and externally evaluated. Instead, 
meaning is often co-created in a specific context through a collaborative, and 
relatively open-ended, process that involves a broad range of stakeholders. 

In a postmodern world, pathways towards sustainable universities are unlikely to 
develop without friction, controversy, and conflict. After all, we live in a pluralistic 
society, characterized by multiple actors and diverging interests, values, 
perspectives, and constructions of reality (Wals & Heymann, in press). The ill- 
defined and uncertain nature of working towards sustainable living and the complex 
and contextual nature of higher education itself, does not allow for universally 
applicable recipes for implementing sustainability in higher education. University 
boards cannot rely on the exclusive use of economic incentives, rules, standards, and 
regulations to enforce sustainability in higher education. At the same time, reliance 
on the instrumental use of education, training, and communication to promote or 
even force one particular view of sustainability, is problematic as well, particularly 

87 

Peter Blaze Corcoran & Arjen E.J. Wals (Eds.), Higher Education and the Challenge of 
Sustainability: Problematics, Promise and Practice , 87-88. 

© 2004 Kluwer Academic Publishers. Printed in the Netherlands. 




88 



Peter Blaze Corcoran & Arjen E.J. Wals 



in higher education where critical and autonomous thinking should perhaps be 
emphasized the most. 

When recognizing that sustainability is an ill-defined concept that derives 
meaning in a specific context with the involvement of multiple stakeholders, an 
important question is raised as to how one deals with the inevitable tension between 
the divergence of interests, values, and worldviews on the one hand - and the need 
for the shared resolution of issues that arise in working on sustainability in higher 
education on the other. This leads us to the role of multiple perspectives in exploring 
sustainability in higher education. We believe that pluralism of thought, when 
applied constructively, can be a driving force for reaching solutions to sustainability 
issues in higher education. It is this pluralism of thought that can lead to creative 
solutions to complex challenges. In Part Two, we begin to cultivate such pluralism 
while exploring the promise of sustainability from a variety of vantage points. 
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CHAPTER 8 



THE PROMISE OF SUSTAINABILITY IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION: AN INTRODUCTION 

Arjen E.J. Wals & Peter Blaze Corcoran 



As we see in Part One, sustainability can mean many things. Some are 
uncomfortable with this notion and will argue that when something is so inclusive it 
can mean anything and therefore becomes meaningless. They may be looking for 
clearly defined concepts that can be operationalized and translated into teachable 
products that, when fully mastered, will result in a better behaviors and lifestyles. A 
universal understanding of a concept is seen as a pre-requisite for making it a focal 
point for learning. There are also those who will argue that sustainability does have 
a clear meaning. There are many definitions of sustainability and as long as one is 
carefully selected and applied it can be a useful concept for teaching and learning for 
a better world. 

We have taken the position that the multiple meaning of sustainability are not a 
weakness but a strength. The fact that it is ill-defined allows people to give it their 
own meaning as is appropriate for their own context. The process of giving meaning 
within a context is meaningful learning. Clearly there are different imaginable 
educational responses to sustainability. 

In Part Two we introduce the reader to a variety of educational responses from 
the vantage point that a pluralism of perspectives can be a driving force for reaching 
solutions to sustainability issues in higher education. As we write in the synthesis of 
Part One, it is this pluralism of thought that can lead to creative solutions to complex 
challenges. 

When responding to the challenge of sustainability in higher education, the 
emergence of conflicting perspectives or frames (Kaufman & Smith, 1999) is both 
inevitable and, when properly managed, desirable. Conflicting sustainability-related 
frames often result from a divergence of the frames people use to describe and 
interpret their reality. The selective elevation of particular frames and the (ab)use of 
power - the approach of ‘singularism rarely lead to satisfying long-lasting results. 
Singularism tends to lead to two types of outcomes: a distributive outcome or a false 
consensus outcome (van Woerkum and Aarts, 1998). A distributive outcome results 
when, for instance, ecological frames are privileged over economic frames, or, as is 
more common, when economic frames are privileged over ecological ones. When 
this happens, a hardening of positions occurs and results are translated in terms of 
loss - gain or winners - losers. Heymann and Wals (in press ) speak of a false 
consensus outcome when a third party neutral or mediator tries to mould the 
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different frames into a seemingly shared reality to arrive at a solution that on the 
surface appears to be satisfactory to all involved but fails to address the deeper 
underlying issues. 

Instead, the approach of pluralism appears to have more promise in the 
exploration of sustainability in higher education. Conflict resolution strategies based 
on pluralism are based on the premise that conflict is inherent to the interaction 
between dissimilar and diverse societal groups. The idea of pluralism is founded on 
the creation of respect and openness for being different, in other words, for being 
sensitive to frames that differ from one's own. In Part Two, we present contributions 
from a variety of perspectives on the role of sustainability in higher education and 
the role of higher education in society. In doing so, we hope to move beyond the 
pioneering and, therefore, important contributions made earlier by those closely 
connected to the environmental education field (i.e. Kormondy and Corcoran, 1998; 
Collett and Karakashian, 1996; Filho, 1999; 2002). The idea being that these 
multiple perspectives will provide a variety of insights and raise a number of 
questions that do not have clear cut answers but require a struggle to resolve their 
underlying tensions and conflicts. This struggle and the way it is facilitated or 
managed, we believe, is crucial for the emergence of a deep sustainability supported 
by multiple stakeholders involved in academia and which is continuously under 
scrutiny and re-construction. The vantage points for exploring sustainability in 
higher education we selected are from: environmental education, environmental 
justice, deep ecology, ecofeminism, transformative learning, natural resource 
management, whole systems thinking, and enriched disciplinary education. 

In Chapter 9 Daniella Tilbury claims that Environmental Education for 
Sustainability has a critical and transformative contribution to make towards 
conceptualizing, motivating, and managing change in higher education. She 
interprets innovation as a political, economic, and social process, which challenges 
existing stakeholder relationships and redefines professional and institutional 
priorities. Tilbury identifies the distinctive contribution of environmental education 
to the challenge of sustainability in higher education. With specific reference to 
recent higher education initiatives, it critically reviews the major trends and 
developments in environmental education and gives three examples of how this can 
work. Tilbury explores the role environmental education can play, not only within, 
but also through higher education as a catalyst of change towards sustainability. 

In Chapter 10, lulian Agyeman and Craig Crouch make the case that justice in its 
many forms should become a core part of sustainability education in university 
curricula. Taking as its starting point that sustainability is about improving the 
quality of human life in a just and equitable manner, while living within the limits of 
ecosystems, the chapter maps some of the thematic and content-based material that 
occurs at the nexus of justice and sustainability. These include unequal distribution 
of environmental benefits and detriments; community participation, advocacy and 
activism; biodiversity, biopiracy and cultural diversity, and environmental human 
rights. Agyeman and Crouch discuss the pedagogical and learning process 
implications involved in using this perspective. The implications include an 
emphasis on experiential learning, participatory research, teamwork, reflection and 
discussion. Such an approach, they argue, will serve to develop within students an 
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improved ability to analyze societal problems and to realistically envision more 
positive, just, and sustainable futures. 

In Chapter 1 1 , Harold Glasser invites us to consider what kind of world we 
might have if we were constantly engaged by both reason and joy in the pursuit of 
exploring the connections among knowledge, values, and concrete actions. Glasser, 
drawing on Arne Naess’ philosophy of deep ecology, explores the relationship of 
our values to our praxis. Might mindfulness of a wider web of environmental costs 
and consequences lead us to make changes in our behavior? He identifies four 
philosophical notions to reconsider our value priorities and to relate them to our 
actions: “deep questioning”, consideration of “vital needs”, the principle of 
"universalizability”, and the concept of “beautiful action”. He suggests these tools 
can inspire a sustainability mission for higher education that is based on resolving 
the paradoxical disjunction between people’s stated environmental concern and un- 
environmental everyday behavior. 

In Chapter 12, Annette Gough argues that women have a distinctive contribution 
to make to sustainability policy, pedagogy, and research. Gough discusses research 
into the gaps and silences present in policies, pedagogy, and research in 
sustainability from a feminist perspective and sketches possibilities for new 
directions when ecofeminist pedagogies and research methodologies are considered 
in the development of sustainability in higher education. She is convinced we can do 
many types of research and teaching which put the social construction of gender at 
the center of the inquiry, and that we need more stories from women's lives relating 
to environments that we can use in the development of sustainability in higher 
education. Her chapter discusses strategies for achieving this goal. Gough’s 
contribution is a strong reminder of the powerful contribution women can make to 
shaping sustainability in higher education and points out that their omission will 
severely diminish such possibilities. 

In Chapter 13, Edmund O’ Sullivan develops the idea of a tranformative vision 
for higher education and its implications for sustainability. His fundamental 
assumption is that higher education must embark upon a discussion of this 
transformative vision if we are to have an education that holds the core values of 
sustainability. He places this question in a cosmological context and argues that 
universities founder for lack of a comprehensive context. He further advocates, 
using the suggestion of Thomas Berry, that “the university should be a place where 
the universe story is encountered." He the uses the Earth Charter as an example of a 
foundational document for establishing such a context and commitment for 
transforming higher education. 

In Chapter 14, Roling tells us that the very “success” of industrial society has 
made humans a major force of nature creating the anthropogenic transformation of 
the earth that is fraying the web of life on which all organisms depend. Human 
behavior now is seen as the greatest threat to human survival. This means that we 
must seriously begin to ask the question how we can manage ourselves to create a 
sustainable society. The market largely fails in this respect and there are no 
technological fixes. There is, he argues, a need for a third way to getting things 
done: the interactive way, which focuses on sustainability as the emergent property 
of human interaction. Sustainability is seen to be the outcome of such processes as 
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conflict resolution, negotiated agreement, social learning, distributed cognition, 
alleviating social dilemmas, building social capital, collective decision making, and 
concerted action. The chapter summarizes the essence of the approach and discusses 
its applications in higher education. 

Whole systems design theory and practice which maximize stakeholders' 
involvement in management, engagement in core values and assessment in 
organizational change, lend themselves well to moving higher education towards 
sustainability, according to James Pittman. In Chapter 15, he suggests several 
critical elements integral to success in organizational change for "living sustainably 
through higher education." He further contends that such change has the potential to 
reach success far beyond previous scientific management models of organizational 
development. 

Part Two concludes by looking the intellectual challenges of sustainable 
development from a disciplinary, rather than a multidisciplinary or transdisciplinary, 
perspective. In Chapter 16, Geertje Appel, Irene Dankelman, and Kirsten Kuipers 
outline a project in Dutch universities in which experts from various disciplines 
produced overviews on the fundamental linkages and applications of their fields to 
sustainable development. The reviews were based on interviews, literature study, 
and primary source material. The authors analyze the process of preparation, 
dissemination, and follow-up. They critique this methodology of enriched 
disciplinary education for sustainable development. 

We trust the reader will relate the diverging frames presented in the various 
chapters to one another and also to her or his own perspective on sustainability as it 
relates to higher education. After all, this is what meaningful learning is: a change 
process resulting from a critical analysis of one’s own norms, values, interests, and 
constructions of reality (deconstruction), exposure to alternative ones and the 
construction of new ones (reconstruction) (Wals & Heymann, 2004). Such a change 
process is greatly enhanced when the participants in the innovation process are 
mindful and respectful of other perspectives. In addition, there needs to be room for 
new views that broaden the realm of possibilities; in other words, when there is 
space for dialogue rather than just for the mere transmission or exchange of points of 
view. This is why we include multiple voices in Part Two of this book on 
sustainability in higher education, although we acknowledge that other voices are 
not represented. The voices that follow are well-articulated, thought-provoking, and 
promising in leading the way for sustainability in higher education. 
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CHAPTER 9 



ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION FOR 
SUSTAINABILITY: A FORCE FOR CHANGE IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION 

Daniella Tilbury 



INTRODUCTION 

Sustainability is becoming increasingly pertinent to higher education. Forward- 
looking higher education institutions are establishing relevant links between widely 
accepted policies on environmental protection, social justice, economic development 
and the way they run their institutions and provide learning experiences for students 
(see Forum for the Future et al., 1999; Benn, 1999; Calvo, Benayas & Guitierrez, 
2002). These institutions are linking learning, innovation and competitiveness to 
sustainable development. Some recognise that a country’s future prosperity rests on 
its people’s ability to address sustainability issues and have embraced sustainability 
at its core - rethinking their missions, developing visions and strategic plans across 
the University (see Forum for the Future et al., 1999). Indeed, over one thousand 
university presidents and vice-chancellors have signed the Halifax Declaration 
(1991), Swansea Declaration (1999) Copernicus Charter (1994), Talloires 
Declaration (1999), Kyoto Declaration (1993) and Lunenburg Declaration (2001), 
committing their institutions to change towards sustainability. 

Others, resisting systemic change but increasingly influenced by internal and 
external stakeholders, are responding through discrete initiatives or pilot projects 
which are impacting in some administrative and/or curriculum areas within their 
institutions (e.g. Fien, Heck & Ferriera, 1997; Bowdler et al., 2001; Tilbury, Reid & 
Podger, 2002). These projects are financed by intergovernmental agencies such as 
EU and UNESCO (e.g. Fien & Tilbury, 1996; Geli & Junyent, 2002); national and 
state government agencies (e.g. Watkin et al., 1995; Tilbury, Reid & Podger, 2002) 
and NGOs (e.g. Forum for the Future et al., 1999). Student bodies and other on- 
campus groups are also contributing by promoting sustainable living projects and 
influencing University practice through student union politics (e.g. Bowdler et al., 
2001). 

However, many of these efforts have focused on actions to minimise the 
ecological footprints of universities. This is being achieved through reducing levels 
of energy consumption, opting for more sustainable waste management practices 
and putting in place environmental managements systems to monitor impacts. A 
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number of these initiatives have also involved students in learning about and/or 
managing this innovative practice (Campus Earth Summit, 1995; Calvo, Benayas & 
Guitirrez, 2002). 

It is now being recognised that a next and more critical step needs to be taken to 
address sustainability through higher education. This requires educating about and 
for sustainability through the taught curriculum (see Richardson & Ali-Khan, 1995; 
Alabaster & Blair, 1996; Benn, 1999; Bowdler et al., 2001). Calls to restructure 
higher education courses towards Environmental Education for Sustainability are 
being supported by the corporate sector, which seeks graduates with the personal 
and professional knowledge, skills and experience necessary for contributing to 
sustainability. Corporate stakeholders, attending a recent University-Industry 
Summit, argued that every student, regardless of specialism, should have 
opportunities to learn about and for sustainability in higher education (Tilbury & 
Cooke, 2002). 

However, this form of education commonly referred to as Environmental 
Education for Sustainability cannot simply be integrated into existing curricula. 
Many attempting this task are encountering a number of challenges at the 
conceptual, planning and management level (UNESCO NIER, 1996; Yeung, 1996; 
Tilbury & Turner, 1997). This chapter defines the conceptual aspects of 
Environmental Education for Sustainability and describes how higher education 
institutions are beginning to grapple in practice with a process that has ‘learning for 
change’ at its core aim. 

The chapter argues that Environmental Education for Sustainability is an 
innovative and interdisciplinary process requiring participative and holistic 
approaches to the curriculum. It cannot be inserted into existing teaching and 
learning structures. Environmental Education for Sustainability has a transformative 
agenda that requires, and often leads to, professional, curriculum as well as 
structural change (Robottom, 1987; Tilbury, 1998a & b). Innovation not integration 
lies at the heart of Environmental Education for Sustainability (Tilbury, 1998a). The 
chapter identifies the challenges that this transformative agenda presents to 
institutions in higher education. It sees this learning process as the next stage in the 
challenge towards sustainability and argues that only by engaging with 
Environmental Education for Sustainability, will higher education institutions 
contribute to building social capacity for change towards sustainability. It predicts 
that the institutions themselves will be the subject of change (and not just a vehicle 
for change) as teachers and students engage in making changes for a better world. 

ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY 

At Johannesburg, UNESCO explicitly recognised the critical role that formal and 
higher education play in providing opportunities for social learning and change 
towards sustainable development (UNESCO, 2002 p. 7). Their WSSD document 
‘ Education for Sustainability: From Rio to Johannesburg ’ (UNESCO, 2002) called 
for socially critical forms of learning which could help us transform the world we 
live in. To achieve an improved environment and quality of life, it argued, we need 
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active and knowledgeable citizens as well as informed decision makers capable of 
making the right choices about complex and interrelated economic, social and 
environmental issues facing the world today (UNESCO, 2002, p. 7). It identified a 
need for an education that questioned our current mental models and assumptions 
that underpin them and called for ‘deeper, more ambitious ways of thinking about 
education, one that retains a commitment to critical analysis while fostering 
creativity and innovation’ (p. 8). This interpretation of education has been promoted 
by environmental educators such Saul (2000) who calls for culturally critical 
perspectives and by Huckle (1983; 1996; 1997) who argues that only through asking 
socially critical questions can we progress towards a more sustainable future. 

In fact, the transformative goals outlined in the above document mirror those 
contained in earlier environmental education texts that have informed practice over 
the last thirty years. It was the 1972 United Nations Conference on Human 
Environment that formally acknowledged the emerging field of environmental 
education and recommended it be promoted in all countries. The United Nations 
International Environmental Education Programme (IEEP, 1975-1995) which 
resulted from this recommendation did much to inspire and promote environmental 
education practices that questioned thinking and assumptions as well as action for 
change. This program was the first to introduce concepts of sustainability into higher 
education. The 1977 Tbilisi Declaration gave momentum to these early 
commitments to environmental education, although translating these into practice, as 
the UNESCO (2002) document recognises, has proved to be a considerable 
challenge. Current education practice, UNESCO argues, ‘falls far short of what is 
required’ (UNESCO, 2002, p. 9). 



Thinking Critically, Thinking Culturally 

Sustainable Development is more about new ways of thinking than about science and 
ecology. While sustainable development involves the natural sciences, policy and 
economics; it is primarily a matter of culture’ (UNESCO, 2002, p. 8). 

Environmental educators have argued for over a decade that formal and higher 
education must engage learners in critical reflection - a process needed to interpret 
the root causes of environment and development problems, to challenge bias, 
support rational decision-making and to examine personal and political contributions 
to change (Fien, 1993; Tilbury, 1993; 2001; Huckle, 1996; 1997; Sterling, 1996). 
Critical reflection arose out of the ideas of Jurgen Habermas. The social-cultural 
theory he advocated drew on both Weber and Marx but shifted the focus from social 
relations of production to social interaction and the nature of language and morals. 
Huckle (1997) interprets Habermas’ principal claim to be that interaction has 
become distorted by the rise of positivism and instrumental reasoning which 
promotes science as meta-narrative and value-free knowledge. This, according to 
Habermas, fosters a distorted and incomplete understanding of our relations with 
one another and the rest of the world. Critical theory seeks to reveal this distorted or 
incomplete rationality and empower people to think and act in genuinely rational 
and autonomous ways (Fien,1995; Huckle, 1997). 
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Saul (2000) is critical of the how this process is practiced, and argues that 
models of critical rationality currently used blinds learners to cultural complexities. 
Teaching critical rationality, he argues is not enough. Echoing, Habermas’ initial 
thinking, Saul argues that we need to teach learners that often conflicts are not only 
about rational arguments, but about the clash of cultural values and perspectives 
(Saul, 2000). Saul contends that: 

‘Environmental problems result from environmental practices and environmental 

practices are cultural activities we need to teach how culture works, because cultural 

differences frame what are seen as rational arguments.’ (Saul, 2000, p. 7) 

To achieve sustainable development we need critical reflective models which will 
help learners ‘not only think critically but also culturally’ (Saul, 2000, p. 8). Values 
clarification is a process that can help learners uncover the layers of assumptions 
and deconstruct socialised views. It can help them engage in a critical review of 
their own environmental and political values as well as help them comprehend that 
other complex cultural perceptions exist (Tilbury, 2002). It has been used 
extensively in environmental education but originates from the global studies and 
development education movement of the 1970s that developed alternative and 
interactive approaches for teaching for a better world (Tilbury, 1993). Values 
clarification resists the reduction of complex situations into simplified binary 
oppositions that often develops when controversy arises. It can develop learners who 
are aware and critical of cultural perceptions and processes that lead us to 
unsustainable development. 

Critical thinking and values clarification approaches help learners take the first 
steps towards learning for change. Experience and competence in action taking is 
also critical if learners are to transform their thinking into practice. Action research 
offers opportunities for learners to develop critical thinking, values clarification, 
action and management skills to address sustainability at the practical level. 



Participatory Action Research 

Participatory action research is a process, rooted in the critical theory paradigm, 
which engages learners in practical issues of power, politics and participation. It is a 
process used by environmental educators to assist communities to engage in 
environmental problem-solving and social change (see Gough & Robottom, 1993; 
Stapp & Wals, 1994; Allen, 2000). It can empower individuals and communities by 
providing them with support and experience in planning and managing change 
(Tilbury, 2002). 

Four basic themes underpin action research approaches: i) collaboration through 
participation; ii) acquisition of knowledge; iii) social change; and iv) empowerment 
of participants (Hillcoat, 1996). A key assumption underlies action research - that 
effective social change depends on the commitment and understanding of those 
involved in the change process. 

Through the action research process, the researcher engages in a spiral of cycles 
consisting of phases of planning, acting, observing and reflecting (Masters, 1995). 
The goal of the action researcher is to increase the closeness between the actual 
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problems encountered by practitioners in a specific setting and the theory used to 
explain and resolve the problem. The second goal, which goes beyond the other two 
approaches, is to assist practitioners in identifying and making explicit fundamental 
problems by raising their collective consciousness (Holter et al., 1993). 

Participatory action research resulted from a Group Dynamics Movement which 
used action research to address racial prejudice and for social reconstruction after 
World War II. Lewin (1947) was the most distinguished researcher of this group. He 
used action research as a form of experimental enquiry based upon groups 
experiencing problems. Since then, action research has evolved into a socially 
critical process which promotes a critical consciousness - which exhibits itself in 
political as well as practical action to promote change. 



Core Components 

The terms ‘critical reflection’, ‘values clarification' and ‘participative action 
research' have become core components of Environmental Education for 
Sustainability (see Sterling et al., 1992; Fien & Trainer, 1993; Gough & Robottom, 
1993; Huckle & Sterling, 1996; Huckle, 1997; Robottom, 1987; Fien & Tilbury, 
1996; Hesselink et al., 2000; Tilbury, 1993; 2001a; 2001b). These approaches 
provide opportunities for students; to engage in critically reflecting upon the basis of 
their socio-cultural values and assumptions; to identify how they are conditioned 
and confined by the socio-cultural structures they are operating in and. more 
significantly, to build their capacity as agents of change. They are perceived as 
critical to addressing capacity building and education needs for sustainable 
development. 

Potentially any subject is a resource for learning for change towards 
sustainability through environmental education (Alabaster & Blair, 1996). It solely 
requires that these key learning components form part of the curriculum in higher 
education. Curriculum developers and lecturers from Languages, Social Sciences, 
Sciences and the Arts can address these generic skills and provide learning 
experiences which students need to contribute to sustainability at the institutional, 
professional and personal level. 

CHANGE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 



‘If it is to fulfil its potential as an agent of change towards a more sustainable society, 
sufficient attention must be given to education as the subject of change itself.’ (Sterling, 

1996, p. 18) 

Sterling (1996) argues that education itself must be transformed if it is to be 
transforming and sees environmental education for sustainability as the catalyst for 
this change. The paradigm of learning promoted by environmental education for 
sustainability offers possibilities for changing the very core of teaching, 
administration and management in Universities (Ali-Khan, 1990). It will leave its 
mark in higher education as it begins to involve teachers and students in education 
for social change. 
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Environmental Education for Sustainability can activate and/or support change at 
a number of levels and has a particular contribution to make towards 
conceptualising, motivating and managing change. However, to understand 
Environmental Education for Sustainability contribution to higher education, one 
needs to understand how it perceives the change process as well as how it 
conceptualises sustainability. 



Conceptualising Change 

Environmental Education for Sustainability promotes holistic and systemic change 
(Sterling, 1996) recognising that efforts need to be made simultaneously at a number 
of levels for meaningful change to occur (Tilbury, Reid & Podger, 2002). This 
process facilitates change by confronting the complexity, tensions and relationships 
within a system as well as by offering an integrated response. Sterling (1996, p. 23) 
describes the approach to change promoted by environmental education for 
sustainability as 'holistic but human' in scale: 

'....recognising that all educational dimensions, such as curriculum, pedagogy, structure, 

organisation and ethos are mutually affecting and need to be seen as consistent whole.' 

Those engaged in change through Environmental Education for Sustainability would 
ask questions such as; 'how do people, institutions and communities interact- what is 
the hidden and operational curriculum?; how do we engender a sustainability ethos 
that is both lived and critically reflected upon?; how do we change towards 
democratised classrooms and decision-making; how do we change our management 
structures to sustain the changes?; how can higher education become a learning 
centre for the whole community?; how do we establish meaningful links with 
community stakeholders? (adapted from Sterling, 1996, p. 36). 



Motivating and Managing Change 

Since 1992, an international consensus has emerged that achieving SD is essentially a 
process of learning’ (UNESCO, 2002, p. 7). 

Environmental Education for Sustainability, inteiprets sustainability as a process 
rather than a concept to be implemented. This process is also seen as multi- 
dimensional (political, economic and social) and ultimately seeking cultural change. 
It places learning as the driving force for change and at the heart of a sustainable 
society (Huckle & Sterling, 1996; Dovers, 2002). 

Learning is vital to motivate and manage meaningful change. Connor and 
Dovers recently undertook an empirical study in an attempt to construct models of 
institutions for sustainability (2002, p. 10). Recognising the role of learning and 
supporting adaptive management approaches to change, their research report argues 
that: 



‘...sustainability is an ideal and not something likely to be fully achieved any time soon. 
It is a matter for ongoing social consideration at the most serious level, and requires 
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mechanisms to accumulate experience and knowledge of decision-making so that 
learning may proceed into the far future’ 

Environmental Education for Sustainability sees both sustainability and change 
towards sustainability as engaged and participative rather than passive and promotes 
democratic ownership of change (Sterling, 1996). It provides an effective way of 
rooting change by engaging stakeholders in changes towards sustainable 
development. The Johannesburg Declaration (UN, 2002) and Agenda 21 (UN, 1992) 
saw stakeholder engagement as a critical first step. Connor and Dovers (2002) 
remind us that engaging stakeholders meaningfully requires more than just 
consultation, particularly when institutional change is a goal. They call for 
opportunities for stakeholders to: vote in decision-making; contribute to knowledge 
generation; be given ownership so that they themselves contribute to change (p. 9). 
Ali Khan (1996) interprets meaningful change as involving internal and external 
stakeholders in constructing alternative futures and repositioning higher education 
with its community. Environmental education for sustainability can offer a process 
for facilitating change within an institution as it directly addresses these dimensions 
of power, politics and participation for change. 

INNOVATION AND CHANGE: THE ROLE OF ENVIRONMENTAL 
EDUCATION FOR SUSTAINABILITY 

As argued above, Environmental Education for Sustainability can be a force for 
change through and within higher education, when interpreted as more than the 
greening of the university or the integration of the environmental perspective into 
the curriculum. It has argued the need to educate for cultural change not just campus 
or curriculum change. 

There are different approaches to motivating and managing cultural change 
within higher education. However, critical to the success of innovation in this area is 
the need to recognise the multi-faceted nature of change 

Summarised below are three Environmental Education for Sustainability projects 
taking place within one university. Although the projects take different approaches 
to motivating and managing cultural change towards sustainability, all three 
recognise the multi-faceted nature of change and the need to engage stakeholders in 
defining and managing change. The projects tackle professional, curriculum and 
institutional innovation simultaneously. 
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Project 1 - MU Summit in Environmental Education for Sustainability- Change on 
Higher Education 

When interpreted as a process of learning which enhances generic skills, rather than 
a content to be taught, Environmental Education for Sustainability is relevant to all 
fields of learning. The key issue is often that few higher education staff is not 
familiar with Environmental Education for Sustainability as a process of learning. 
Many see it as environmental content to be taught rather than a process of inquiry 
and therefore struggle to see the relevance of this concept to their field of 
knowledge. Only a handful of Universities confronting the challenge of 
sustainability have invested in professional development to support staff that is 
questioning how sustainability is relevant to their teaching and research activities. 

The issues identified above were raised at a recent Summit on ‘Building 
Capacity for a Sustainable Future: Environmental education for Sustainability’ held 
at Macquarie University in Sydney, Australia (Tilbury & Cooke, 2002). The event 
was an initiative of the National Environmental Education Council (NEEC), an 
advisory body established, by the Commonwealth Government in July 2000, to 
advise the Federal Minister for the Environment and Heritage on priority 
environmental education needs. The Summit which brought together University and 
Industry leaders is one in a series being held throughout Australia to help address 
emerging questions in the education for sustainability arena. 

At the University-Industry Summit, the business and industry speakers spoke 
about the sustainability challenges they face and the difficulties of recruiting 
graduates who have the necessary skills to address these needs. The speakers 
referred to developments in environmental management and triple bottom line 
reporting and spoke of how sustainability requires these initiatives to establish 
greater links with processes of risk assessment, social equity and corporate 
responsibility. The suggestion was that there had been little engagement in higher 
education teaching with these more complex issues. 

Many speakers identified the need for universities to develop graduates with 
creative and futures thinking skills necessary for initiating and managing changes 
towards sustainability. The importance of teaching students how to think and reflect 
critically, regardless of their area of specialism, was also highlighted. There was 
agreement that sustainability should not just be the concern of environmental 
disciplines. There were calls for reconceptualizing how and where sustainability is 
taught within higher education. All students, it was argued, need to be exposed to 
sustainability. There was also the suggestion that sustainability should be 
compulsory to students undertaking professional courses and that accountancy, law 
and business management faculties should assess student competencies in this area. 

Many generic skills were seen as necessary to address the sustainability 
challenge within the corporate sector. Well-developed communication skills were 
perceived as vital to effectively promote changes towards sustainability from within 
the ‘tent’. The ability to problem-solve and cope with uncertainty, innovation and 
risk was also cited as necessary for graduates wishing to contribute positively to 
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business and industry within the area of sustainability. Some members of the 
audience highlighted the need to explicitly identify these generic skills within the 
position descriptions used to recruit graduates. This, it was argued, would raise their 
profile amongst students and strengthen University responses to education for 
sustainability. 

There was general agreement, amongst those present at the Summit, that there is 
lack of graduates with the necessary skills needed to address the sustainability 
challenges within the corporate sector. Innovative programs, which helped develop 
professional skills in this area, were valued but were considered to be rare. As a 
result the following recommendations were made: 

1 . Universities need to provide students with the critical, creative and futures 
thinking skills to develop innovative and alternative solutions to sustainability 
issues. 

2. Universities need to provide students with needs assessment and action- 
oriented skills needed to motivate, manage and measure change towards 
sustainability. 

3. Universities need to provide students with the interpersonal and intercultural 
skills needed to redefine relationships amongst stakeholders (directors and 
board executives, workforce, legislators and government agencies, clients, 
community). This is key to addressing the challenge of sustainability. 

4. Universities need to provide students with the confidence and skills to deal with 
complexity and uncertainty. 

5. Universities need to review their curriculum to ensure the effective development 
and assessment of generic skills in education for sustainability (outlined in 1.- 
4.) across all faculties. 

6. Universities need to involve a range of stakeholders (including business and 
industry) in overseeing this curriculum review process. 

7. Universities need to increase opportunities for students to learn through 
engaging with real and specific problems or tasks. 

8. Universities need to help create/facilitate active networks between business 
professionals and future graduates. Knowledge on sustainability comes through 
dialogue and through reflecting upon experiences. The networks need to 
incorporate diverse experiences at the international and well as national level. 

9. Universities need to develop and strengthen partnerships with business and 
industry which will allow for increased opportunities for: 

a) students to engage directly with industry e.g. through work placements 

b) industry speakers to contribute to undergraduate and postgraduate courses 

c) across the disciplines. 

d) the university to support in-house training for graduates 

e) faster industry uptake of innovative new approaches to sustainability 

f) developed from student projects 

10. Universities need to offer opportunities for professional development of staff in 
education for sustainability. 

11. Universities need to ensure that all graduates, regardless of specialism have 
opportunities to learn about and for sustainability. 
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These recommendations were sent to Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee, 
senior management in Universities within New South Wales, as well as to educators 
grappling with the issue of how to integrate sustainability knowledge and skills into 
their teaching programs. The recommendations provide a case for redefining 
priorities within an institution, for engaging closely with external stakeholders to 
construct a new curriculum and for supporting those planning innovation to meet 
sustainability needs within higher education. 

A major outcome of the Summit was the setting up of an Industry Advisory 
Group on Sustainability which currently informs the development of University- 
Industry activities at Macquarie University. The Advisory Group is composed of a 
representative from the National Environmental Education Council; Commonwealth 
Bank of Australia, Clayton Utz Law; Environment Institute of Australia; Integral 
Energy; Ecosteps Consultancy; Environs Local Government Australia; Australian 
Institute for Corporate Citizenship; BP Australia. 

This initiative is an example of how external stakeholders are providing the 
motivation and often, financial support for institutional change towards 
sustainability. Many stakeholders expect to be involved in defining, planning and/or 
managing this change process. Environmental Education for Sustainability can offer 
opportunities to bring together stakeholders - internal and external - and offers 
approaches for constructing future scenarios and repositioning higher education 
within the community. 



Project 2 - Masters in Sustainable Development - Change through Higher 
Education 

Critical praxis is a core component of the Masters in Sustainable Development 
offered by the Graduate School of the Environment. Through a number of short 
courses, the program engages students in processes of critical reflection, values 
clarification and action research. Its objective is to develop the professional and 
personal skills needed to make a contribution to sustainable development. The 
course encourages the learner to explore notions of culture, identity and 
sustainability through multidimensional frameworks. 

The Masters course adopts a broad definition of culture which highlights human 
activity and social meaning. In 'Introduction to Sustainable Development’ students 
explore, through a range of case studies, how culture can be a key determinant of 
sustainable development. In the workshops they are given opportunities to reflect 
critically upon their cultural assumptions, values and social relations and how these 
inform their decisions, influence lifestyle choices and actions. Their assignments 
require them to identify and reflect upon the socio-cultural context within which the 
Major Groups (defined by Agenda 21) operate and the implications of these frames 
for sustainable development strategies. 

In ‘ Education for Sustainable Development’ students explore participatory 
approaches to learning and capacity building. They experience and reflect upon a 
democratic pedagogy that recognises the individual within the group, promotes 
social engagement and cooperation. In this course students engage with critical 
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education approaches such as values clarification and critical reflection - and are 
required to keep a journal to explore the value and limitations of these potentially 
transformative processes. Their assignments require them to design and facilitate a 
workshop, which encourages the learner to ask critical questions, reflect upon new 
knowledge and make and enact choices about their futures. 

‘Ecotourism for Sustainable Development’ encourages students to question the 
existing and potential contribution of this economic activity to sustainable 
development. Through a number of case studies, students consider whether 
ecotourism protects or threatens communities with environmental and cultural 
erosion. They experience a range of community and stakeholder participation 
processes for the planning, management and monitoring of ecotourism activities. 
The course is based on active, collaborative and reflective pedagogical approaches. 
‘Action Research for Sustainable Development’ also engages students with 
transformative approaches, which empower citizens for changes towards sustainable 
development. This process sensitises students to the role of power, politics and 
participation in socio-cultural change for sustainable development. The course 
introduces students to research paradigms and the ontological and epistemological 
assumptions that underpin them. Learners explore the contribution of critical theory 
and action research to sustainable development. Through the assignments student 
develop practical knowledge and skills in action research planning, data collection 
and analysis techniques and evaluation. The assignments in this course are designed 
to further develop student’s skills in critical reflection, values clarification and 
collaborative action. 

This Masters in Sustainable Development attracts national and international 
students who have an interest in environment and/or development. The students 
participate in the core courses outlined above and then choose another four options 
to further develop their knowledge and skills in planning and facilitation, social and 
cultural impact assessment, values-clarification, critical thinking, interpretation, 
communication and decision-making in sustainable development. 

The course provides learners with experience of processes that enable socially 
critical pedagogy and democratic problem-solving associated with critical theory. 
Through these, students explore different kinds of practical and theoretical 
knowledge to decide what people can, might, do to attain sustainable development. 
The Masters promotes critical praxis - a pedagogy that integrates reflection and 
action. Critical praxis was developed by Freire (1972) to raise the consciousness of 
learners to dominant ideological interests present in their socio-cultural environment 
and to engage them in reflective action (praxis). 

The course is educating students about and for change. Not surprisingly a 
significant number of students who have successfully completed the Masters course 
have returned to their communities and workplaces and are developing programs to 
address sustainability. These programs have and are being developed in NGOs, local 
government sector, environmental consultancy firms, energy and water utility 
companies, building and planning authorities; landscape design organisations; aid 
agencies, amongst others. The environmental education for sustainability approaches 
developed by the course have provided the knowledge and skills for students to 
motivate and facilitate social change. 
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Project 3: Action Research for Change in Curriculum and Graduate Skills Towards 
Sustainability - Change in Higher Education 

This two year pilot project funded jointly by Environment Australia and Macquarie 
University is investigating ways post-graduate lecturers interpret sustainability and 
creativity as graduate attributes and involve their students in exploring these ideas. It 
is concerned with identifying ways action research, grounded in the critical theory 
paradigm, enables lecturers through reflective praxis to transform thinking and 
action towards sustainability. The project adopts an innovative approach combining 
two research methodologies to explore sustainability across disciplines . 

The phenomenographic component of the project aims to investigate and identify 
the range of qualitatively different ways that teachers of post-graduate students 
understand sustainability, creativity and innovation. Identification is significant, as it 
will inform the development of curriculum, and provide a theoretical focus for 
learning through action research activities. Phenomenography can be seen to richly 
describe the object of study through an emphasis on describing the variation in the 
meaning that is found in the participants’ experience of the phenomenon and are 
reported in the form or hierarchically related categories. (Tilbury, Reid & Podger, 
2002). Phenomenography examines the experience of each participant and 
recognises that each person’s experience is an internal relation between the subject 
and the object, in other words, between the participant and the phenomenon. 
However, it is the structure of the variation across the group that emerges through 
iterative readings of descriptions of the experience that is the object. This is an 
innovative component of this project as academics' thinking on sustainability and 
creativity as higher order graduate attributes has never been explored. 

As mentioned previously, action research combines critical intellectual discourse 
with practical action. It can be used as a collaborative research tool, which is often 
represented as a four-phase cyclical process of critical enquiry of praxis - plan 
formulation, action, outcome observation and reflection. The project uses this 
process to engages lecturers in critical research into contextual epistemology, 
pedagogy and ontology - transforming thinking and action towards sustainability. 
Participants carry out individual research involving implementation of plans, 
collection of data through observation, evaluation and reflection, and revision of 
plans with focus groups. The four tasks involve action researchers in i) exploratory 
sessions in action research, sustainability and education for sustainability; (ii) 
mentoring on the development of individual research plans, identifying the research 
focus, critical questions and plans for action; (iii) enacting plans (iv) group 
workshops to review and discuss research plans throughout the research process; 
(iv) post research evaluation (Tilbury, Reid & Podger, 2002). The project, thus, 
involves both the individual and individuals collaborating as a group in order to 
explore creativity and sustainability within the teaching context and to subsequently 
contribute to change towards sustainability. 

Lecturers from across the University are participating in this project. Although it 
is still early days, initial feedback suggests that these lecturers are beginning to sow 
the seeds of change within the curriculum and are challenging some of the 
management and administration structures of the institutions. This project, informed 
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and supported by the MU Industry Advisory Group (see project 1) and co-facilitated 

by past students of the Masters in Sustainable Development (see project 2) has great 

potential for changing higher education itself. 

CONCLUSION 

A number of key anchor points underpin the ideas articulated in this chapter: 

1. Environmental Education for Sustainability has a transformative agenda. The 
chapter defines Environmental Education for Sustainability as a process that a) 
questions current mental models and the assumptions that underpin them, and; 
b) promotes new ways of thinking through fostering creativity and innovation. 
Critical reflection, values clarification and participatiory action research are 
identified as core components of this learning process. They are seen as critical 
to capacity building for sustainable development. The chapter argues that 
potentially any subject is a resource for learning for change towards 
sustainability through environmental education (Alabaster & Blair, 1996). It 
solely requires that these core learning components form part of the curriculum 
in higher education. 

2. Environmental Education for Sustainability can activate and/or support change 
at a number of levels and has a particular contribution to make towards 
conceptualising, motivating and managing change. The chapter has argued that 
this process facilitates change by confronting the complexity, tensions and 
relationships within a system as well as by offering an integrated response. It 
promotes holistic and systemic change (Sterling, 1996) recognising that efforts 
need to be made simultaneously at a number of levels for meaningful change to 
occur (Tilbury, Reid & Podger, 2002). 

3. Innovation not integration lies at the heart of Environmental Education for 
Sustainability. The chapter argues that once engaged with this learning process, 
higher education itself will also be the subject of change, as teachers and 
students engage in making changes for a better world. Those engaged in change 
through Environmental Education for Sustainability would ask questions such 
as; 'how do people, institutions and communities interact- what is the hidden 
and operational curriculum?; how do we engender a sustainability ethos that is 
both lived and critically reflected upon?; how do we change towards 
democratised classrooms and decision-making; how do we change our 
management structures to sustain the changes?; how can this higher education 
become a learning centre for the whole community?; how do we establish 
meaningful links with community stakeholders? (adapted from Sterling, 1996 p. 
36). 



4. Environmental education for sustainability can offer a process for facilitating 
change within an institution as it directly addresses these dimensions of power. 
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politics and participation for change. Internal and external stakeholders are 
already playing a critical role in shifting the organisational culture and 
redefining professional and institutional priorities. The chapter argues that 
Environmental Education for Sustainability can offer a methodology that brings 
together stakeholders - internal and external - and offers approaches for 
constructing future scenarios and repositioning higher education within the 
community. 

5. Learning is a critical component of the process of change towards sustainability. 
Moving towards sustainability requires mechanisms to accumulate experience 
and knowledge of decision-making so that learning may proceed into the future 
(Connor & Dovers, 2002).The paradigm of learning promoted by 
Environmental Education for Sustainability offers possibilities for changing the 
very core of teaching, administration and management in Universities (Ali- 
Khan, 1990). 
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CHAPTER 10 



THE CONTRIBUTION OF ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 
TO SUSTAINABILITY IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

Julian Agyeman & Craig Crouch 



INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, we explore the inextricable, yet often unrecognized links between 
environmental justice 1 and sustainability in the context of sustainability education. 
The current, predominant orientation of sustainability discourses in higher education 
is one of environmental sustainability. At the university level, themes associated 
with sustainability are therefore usually taught in departments of environmental 
science and environmental studies, emphasizing ecology, resource management, and 
environmental economics. 

This pedagogical approach means that aspects of sustainability having to do with 
justice and equity are, if at all, dealt with in departments and disciplines traditionally 
outside environmental studies such as sociology, anthropology and law. The 
domination of ‘sustainability as science’, together with its polarization against 
‘sustainability as justice and equity' is not only an inaccurate representation of the 
reality of sustainability issues, but also imparts a distorted picture to students. As a 
result, it is possible to graduate from university programs with credentials implying 
expertise in sustainability issues with a full understanding of the science of 
sustainability, but not the fundamental justice and equity issues that are inseparable 
from holistic considerations of sustainability. 

Using case studies, we make the case that the development of pedagogy and 
curricula around sustainability in higher education should take account of the 
centrality of justice and equity issues as well as the natural sciences, and we put 
forth environmental justice as an analytic lens, conceptual tool and logical 
companion to sustainability. We explore the current reality of sustainability 
discourses, environmental justice discourses, examples of dissociation between the 
two, and make suggestions as to how the latter might inform the former in the 
context of sustainability studies in higher education. Pedagogical implications of this 
perspective, which we touch on in our case studies include, among others, emphases 
on experiential learning, participatory research, teamwork, reflection and discussion. 



1 In this chapter, we will use ‘environmental justice’ as an overarching phrase which incorporates issues 
of social justice as we see the delineations between environmental justice and social justice as somewhat 
arbitrary. 
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contextualized learning, and straddling boundaries not only between disciplines, but 
between theory and practice. 

SUSTAINABILITY DISCOURSES 
Environmental perspectives 

While many current sustainability discourses do not take more than a passing 
account of the linkage between environmental degradation and social justice and 
equity, it is worthwhile exploring what is often meant by those who see 
sustainability primarily though its environmentalist lens. Redclift (1987) argues that 
the ‘limits to growth’ debates of the 1970s in general, and the 1972 UN Stockholm 
Conference in particular, shifted the collective environmental thinking of the day 
towards its current environmental sustainability-focused paradigm. The current, 
prevailing definition of sustainable development comes from a 1987 World 
Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) report known as the 
Brundtland Report. 

Perhaps the most significant contribution of the Brundtland definition of 
sustainability is the so-called ‘futurity principle,' that is, the incorporation of notions 
of the welfare of future generations into our current moral sphere. It argued that 
“sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (WCED, 
1987, p. 43) By 1991, the International Union for the Conservation of Nature 
(IUCN) had also updated its 1980, conservation-based definition of sustainability. It 
was rewritten to suggest that sustainable enterprises are those based on “ improving 
the quality of human life while living within the carrying capacity of supporting 
ecosystems." (IUCN, 1991, p. 10). 

However, Kula (1998) suggests the roots of current sustainability debates are 
much older than the 1970s and 80s. Concepts of sustainability in forestry are found 
as early as the mid-nineteenth century when forest managers such as Von Thunen, in 
1826, and Faustmann, in 1849, wrote of opportune harvesting times to ensure that 
forest yields were sustained over time and not depleted for the sake of short term 
gain. 

It has been the relatively recent recognition of the scope of our impact on the 
natural world, and thus our ability to alter the opportunities for future generations, 
that has created an intellectual climate in which the concept of sustainability, long 
known in agriculture, forestry and fisheries, has been applied to the human 
enterprise more broadly. According to Kula (1998, p. 152), “the sustainable 
development debate is essentially about the claims of future generations which have 
been brought to prominence by environmental problems that have no precedent in 
human history.” He argues that our natural capital must be the central element in our 
definitions of sustainability. He designates a proportion of this as “critical capital” 
which is necessary for human survival: the ozone layer, the carbon cycle, 
biodiversity, etc. This, the so-called “constant natural capital stocks criterion” (Rees, 
1995), must be kept constant from generation to generation for two reasons. 
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The first is irreversibility. This is based on the recognition that when they are 
exhausted, such natural capital stocks are irreplaceable. The second is that we do not 
fully understand the workings of our ecosystem(s) and thus do not know the myriad 
effects of depleting one of these stocks from the biosphere. But Kula also warns that 
sustainability may be an anthropocentrist trap. While the notion of preserving the 
integrity of natural systems for future generations is an ethical position, it is not 
necessarily an environmental one. If the motivation behind sustainability is solely 
the well-being of future humans, then those aspects of the environment that serve no 
utilitarian function to humans may fall outside of a sustainability ethic. 

Harris (2000, p. 1) suggests that a "thoroughgoing application of the principles 
of sustainability seems to imply a basic change in patterns of agriculture and 
industrial growth, an emphasis on non-renewable energy and energy efficiency, an 
integration of population policy into macroeconomic policy, a sustainable 
management policy for natural resources, and new instruments of macroeconomic 
measurement, as well as new social and institutional structures.” Yet despite at least 
two decades of sustainability rhetoric, what we find is development programs that 
are much the same as they were before the concept of sustainability came to global 
prominence. Harris (2000, p. 3) argues that regardless of attempts at implementation 
of sustainable development, “when the existing social institutions are such as to 
deny many people access to the power and knowledge they need to affect the 
development process, sustainable development is not possible." Only when issues of 
power, knowledge and institutional structure are addressed can we move toward 
what is being called SAEJAS, ‘socially and environmentally just and sustainable 
development’. 



Social and political perspectives 

Harris’s (2000) thoughts on the inclusion of social issues leads into a discussion of 
the relevance of justice and equity to sustainability. Campbell (1996, p. 301) has 
argued that “in the battle of big public ideas, sustainability has won: the task of the 
coming years is simply to work out the details, and to narrow the gap between its 
theory and practice”. Yet before narrowing the gap between theory and practice, the 
theory itself must reflect the centrality of social justice and equity. With regard to 
that centrality, there is a discernable North-South difference in interpretations of 
sustainability. As Jacobs (1999, p. 33) argues “in Southern debates about sustainable 
development the notion of equity remains central... In the North, by stark contrast, 
equity is much the least emphasized of the core ideas 2 , and is often ignored 
altogether”. Our position on sustainability (and sustainability education) is twofold. 
First, sustainability is primarily a political, rather than a solely technical enterprise 
(Agyeman & Evans, 1995). Second, an understanding of justice and equity is an 
integral component of any realistic attempt at achieving sustainability globally, 
nationally and locally. 

Several writers have taken this position as the foundation for their work in 
sustainability: “like other political terms (democracy, liberty, social justice, and so 



2 The others being environmental protection and participation. 
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on), sustainable development is a contestable concept’” (Jacobs, 1999, p. 25); “the 
emerging sustainability ethic may be more interesting for what it implies about 
politics than for what it promises about ecology” (Hempel, 1999, p. 43); and 
“sustainability will be achieved, if at all, not by engineers, agronomists, economists 
and biotechnicians but by citizens” (Prugh, Costanza & Daly, 2000, p. 5). These 
statements make the case that sustainability is ultimately about politics and citizens, 
and, as Agyeman and Evans (1995, p. 36) argue “any attempt to 'technicise' 
sustainability is doomed to failure”. 

Regarding the second point, Agyeman, Bullard and Evans (2003, p. 2) argue that 
“sustainability is clearly a contested concept, but our interpretation of it places great 
emphasis upon precaution: on the need to ensure a better quality of life for all now, 
and into the future, in a just and equitable manner, whilst living within the limits of 
supporting ecosystems”. They also endorse the point made by Middleton and 
O'Keefe (2001, p. 16) that “unless analyses of development begin not with the 
symptoms, environmental or economic instability, but with the cause, social 
injustice, then no development can be sustainable”. 

These definitional and perspectival shifts have lead to a surge in material in 
recent years dealing with the concepts of sustainability and sustainable development. 
This has given rise to competing and conflicting views over what the terms actually 
mean and what are the most desirable means of achieving the goal of sustainable 
communities. As multifaceted and contested as the concept of sustainability has 
become, for the purposes of education, Huckle and Sterling (1996) argue that the 
goal of ‘education for sustainability’ is precisely to encourage students to reflect 
upon these many perspectives. An understanding of these conflicts and contests will 
enable citizens to engage with society’s efforts to move toward a sustainable path in 
a more informed capacity. 

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE DISCOURSES 



Definition 

The political movement, academic field, and philosophy of environmental justice, 
we suggest, offers a set of conceptual tools for thinking about the role of justice and 
equity within sustainability discourses. Environmental justice is the name given to 
the intersection of social justice and environmental issues, both in theory and in 
practice. Though defining environmental justice is not an easy task. Like 
sustainability, there are many, sometimes conflicting, interpretations at this 
intersection. 

Generally speaking, concerns over racial and socioeconomic bias in the siting of 
LULUs (locally unwanted land uses), the enforcement of environmental laws and 
access to the benefits of clean environments have mobilized concerned citizens into 
what came to be known as the environmental justice movement. As quantitative and 
qualitative empirical research substantiated many of these citizen claims, an 
academic field of environmental justice emerged to further address these claims and 
to develop a theoretical basis for what began as a grassroots movement. In response 
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to this political pressure and in keeping with these findings, municipal, state and the 
federal government have taken up the environmental justice cause in their respective 
ways. For example, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts (Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts, 2002, p. 2) uses the following definition in its Environmental Justice 
Policy: "environmental justice is based on the principle that all people have a right 
to be protected from environmental pollution and to live in and enjoy a clean and 
healthful environment. Environmental justice is the equal protection and meaningful 
involvement of all people with respect to the development, implementation, and 
enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies and the equitable 
distribution of environmental benefits.” 

In particular, environmental justice has traditionally dealt with the degree to 
which minority populations bear a disproportionate burden of the products of 
environmental degradation. In 1983, the Government Accounting Office released a 
report (GAO, 1983) indicating that African-Americans comprised the majority 
populations in three of the four communities of the south-eastern US where 
hazardous waste landfills were located. The landmark 1987 United Church of Christ 
study ‘Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States' showed that certain, 
predominantly communities of color, are at disproportionate risk from commercial 
toxic waste. This finding was confirmed by later research (Adeola, 1994; Bryant & 
Mohai, 1992; Bullard 1990a, 1990b; Mohai & Bryant, 1992). It also led to the 
coining of a term by Benjamin Chavis, which became the rallying cry of many: 
environmental racism. The notion of environmental racism - that certain minority 
populations are forced, through their lack of access to the decision-making and 
policy making process, to live with a disproportionate share of environmental 
burdens, and thus suffer disproportionately a public health and quality of life burden 
- led to calls for environmental equity, which typically focused on sharing 
environmental burdens equally across all communities. 

The movement soon evolved a broader set of environmental justice concerns that 
dealt with the political economy of the environment. Environmental justice activists 
claim that the path-of-least-political-resistance approach to, for example, siting toxic 
waste facilities, functions to the detriment of minorities, and, moreover, that the 
resulting disproportionate burden is therefore an intentional result (Portney, 1994). 
Cole and Foster (2001, p. 15-16) argue that environmental justice "both expresses 
our aspiration and encompasses the political economy of environmental decision- 
making.” They continue, “most important in our concept of environmental justice is 
the element of democratic decision making, or community self-determination. 
Current environmental decision making processes have not been effective in 
providing meaningful participation opportunities for those most burdened by 
environmental decisions.” Environmental justice, therefore, has at its heart notions 
of self-determination, righting a wrong, and correcting an unjustly imposed burden. 
It is not simply a ‘not-in-my-backyard’ (NIMBY) approach to environmental 
decision-making. 

Its issue focus has broadened from LULUs such as waste facility siting, toxic 
storage and disposal facilities (TSDFs) and other issues such as lead contamination, 
pesticides, water and air pollution, workplace safety, and transportation to issues 
such as sprawl, smart growth (Bullard et al., 2000), and ‘climate justice’ 
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(International Climate Justice Network, 2002). The environmental justice movement 
has also evolved beyond a sole focus on the experiences of people of color (Bullard, 
1994). As Cutter (1995, p. 113) notes, “environmental justice ... moves beyond 
racism to include others (regardless of race or ethnicity) who are deprived of their 
environmental rights such as women, children and the poor.” As the Massachusetts 
policy implies, environmental justice is about increasing minority and low-income 
access to environmental “goods” as well as tackling the disproportionate impact of 
environmental "bads.” Environmental justice is thus being linked with discourses on 
rights, and being able to experience quality environments and environmental quality. 
(Adeola, 2000; Agyeman, 2001; UNECE, 1999). 

In effect, the environmental justice movement has reframed environmentalism. 
At the first national People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in October 
1991, Dana Alston attempted to define this new environmental agenda from a social 
justice and equity standpoint. She addressed the degree to which the traditional 
environmental movement failed to take account of equity and social justice concerns 
in the way they frame their issues. She explained that "the issues of the environment 
do not stand alone by themselves. They are not narrowly defined. Our vision of the 
environment is woven into an overall framework of social, racial and economic 
justice. The environment, for us, is where we live, where we work, and where we 
play. ...we refuse narrow definitions.” (quoted in Gottlieb, 1995, p. 5) With those 
words, Alston was questioning the central premises of environmental politics. 

Alston spoke from a perspective on environmental issues that dates back at least 
to Rachel Carson’s 1962 Silent Spring. With the onset of pollution-based 
environmental concerns came concerns about human quality-of-life issues, versus 
earlier natural resource protection perspectives on the environment. Gottlieb (1995, 
p. 7) claims that history has documented resource management and regulatory 
approaches to environmentalism and largely ignored social-movement-based 
quality-of-life concerns. He suggests, "defining contemporary environmentalism 
primarily in reference to its mainstream, institutional forms, such a history cannot 
account for the spontaneity and diversity of an environmentalism rooted in 
communities and constituencies seeking to address issues of where and how people 
live, work and play.” In short, he argues that the reality of environmental concerns 
are much more social-justice oriented than historical recordings of the movement 
suggest, with the environment being a core concept within a broader set of social 
justice issues that date back to concerns over urbanization during the era of 
industrialization. 
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Contestation and critique 

Among the most critical of the environmental justice movement is the work of 
Christopher Foreman (1998). He sees the major weaknesses of environmental justice 
as: a) lack of empirical evidence supporting claims of disproportionate 

environmental impacts and regulatory enforcement; b) attention being directed away 
from environmental problems that are providing the greatest risk; c) exacerbating 
such problems as inefficient policy making; and d) unrealistic goals such as “zero 
tolerance” for environmental risks. He goes on to add that the environmental justice 
movement is unable to adequately respond to these shortcomings due to its lack of a 
unified political front, and an “unwillingness to face politically inconvenient facts 
about environmental health risks." (Foreman 1998, p. 4) 

Regarding the distribution of risk from toxic chemicals, waste disposal facilities, 
air and water pollution, Nichols (1994) also argues that the “zero-tolerance” 
position, which the environmental justice movement often promotes, hides the very 
real tradeoffs between environmental protection and other priorities that necessarily 
take place in environmental policy making. If the question of which problems are to 
be addressed is not then a function of rational decision-making, which Nichols 
(1994) suggests a "risk-based" program would accomplish, then such decisions 
would instead be highly politicized. 

However, if as Nichols (1994) and Foreman (1998) would have us believe, 
further politicization is sufficient rationale for rejecting an environmental justice 
framework and adopting a risk-based regime, we may be left wanting. Winner 
(1986, p. 138-39) shows us that "the arena in which discussions of risk take place is 
[itself] highly politicized and contentions. Powerful social and economic interests 
are invested in attempts to answer the question. How safe is safe enough? Indeed, 
the very introduction of ‘risk’ as a common way of defining policy issues is itself far 
from a neutral issue.” At the very least, Winner suggests, using “risk” as a 
framework for environmental policy favors the status-quo because it narrowly 
defines the terms of a given debate to the single risk in question and does not allow a 
broader debate about the societal issues that may have enabled the risk to manifest 
itself in the first place. In addition, defining these issues in terms of "risk” opens up 
a degree of uncertainty not seen when similar issues are defined in terms of “hazard” 
or "threat.” Under a “risk” regime, one must prove the chance of the potential harm 
as well as the magnitude of the potential harm, both of which rely heavily on 
quantitative scientific knowledge and high degrees of uncertainty. With the burden 
of proof ordinarily lying with the plaintiff, we can see where a “risk" regime favors 
inaction. 



Internationalizing environmental justice 

At the international level, environmental justice issues are being played out in many 
arenas. Some, like those in the USA, are based around toxics, or other LULUs. But 
there are other arenas which are not (yet?) to the fore in the USA. Rixecker and 




120 



Julian Agyeman & Craig Crouch 



Tipene-Matua (2002, p. 259), in their analysis of bioprospecting and the Maori 
people’s resistance to (bio)cultural assimilation, argue that 

“extraction of such information [about natural resources] and life forms for the purpose 
of economic profit has been called biological prospecting. It is regarded as part of the 
ongoing colonization of local and indigenous peoples around the world, and it has [also] 
been labeled biopiracy (Shiva, 1997). Where colonizers once exploited the land and 
degraded the culture, incurring an ‘ecological debt’, current science and technology now 
continue this by exploiting and stealing the remaining treasures of indigenous peoples - 
their genes of their flora and fauna, traditional ecological knowledge, spiritual integrity 
and their relationship with the human and nonhuman world.” 

Looking at these and other international dimensions shows that environmental 
justice cannot be considered a US, or solely contemporary phenomenon. Ecological 
debt can also be seen as historical environmental injustice, whereas biopiracy and 
bioprospecting can be seen as contemporary (and future) environmental injustices. 

Another international level issue being played out in the environmental justice 
arena is that of human rights. Agyeman et al. (2003, p. 1 1) note that 
“environmentalists are also increasingly questioning the justice and equity 
implications of other international agreements, especially those related to trade or 
economic development. There is great (and under-researched) potential for the 
notions of environmental justice, human rights and sustainability to permeate 
environmental regimes and international policy and agreements.” It is being 
increasingly recognized that one of the best ways to protect environmental rights, 
and thereby the rights of the most marginalized people, is to uphold the basic civil, 
human and political rights of the individual (Sachs, 1995; Anderson, 1996). 



The environmental justice paradigm 

Increasingly, environmental justice can be seen as a conceptual framework which 
represents the socio-cultural realities of contemporary environmental politics. The 
social and political context of environmental policy and of environmentalism more 
broadly has changed significantly in recent years. Ringquist (2003, p. 49) argues that 
the “environmental justice movement has the potential to broaden the base of 
support for the traditional environmental movement, and it may reinvigorate and 
refocus the forces of progressive politics behind environmental concerns. In short, it 
has the potential to change the face of environmental politics and policy.” This is 
clearly seen in Taylor’s (2000) work on the ideological pillar of the environmental 
justice movement: the Principles of Environmental Justice. They were the main 
outcome of the October 1991 People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit 
held in Washington DC. They are a set of seventeen criteria along which to develop 
and evaluate policies for environmental and social justice (see Appendix 1). The 
principles of environmental justice are “a well developed environmental ideological 
framework that explicitly links ecological concerns with labor and social justice 
concerns” (Taylor, 2000, p. 538). 

The US environmental justice movement "appropriated... the preexisting salient 
frames of racism and civil rights” (Taylor, 2000, p. 62). This, she argues led to the 
development of the ‘Environmental Justice Paradigm’ (EJP) which "is most clearly 
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articulated through the Principles” (537), and ‘‘is the first paradigm to link 
environment and race, class, gender, and social justice concerns in an explicit 
framework” (542). When compared with the New Environmental Paradigm (NEP) 
of Dunlap and Van Liere (1978) which Milbrath (1989, p. 1 18) describes as “a new 
set of [environmental] beliefs and values”, Taylor (2002, p. 542) notes that ‘‘the EJP 
has its roots in the NEP, but it extends the NEP in radical ways... The EJP builds on 
the core principles of the NEP; however, there are significant differences... vis a vis 
the relationship between environment and social inequality. The NEP does not 
recognize such a relationship; consequently it has a social justice component that is 
very weak or non-existent.” This weakness or non-existence, we argue, is precisely 
why environmental justice should be more closely linked to sustainability and 
sustainable development in higher education. Goldman (1993, p. 27) may well have 
been thinking the same way when he said that, “sustainable development may well 
be seen as the next phase of the environmental justice movement”. 

Resistance to incorporating an environmental justice perspective in sustainability 
programs in higher education may be for many reasons. The very term 
‘environmental justice’, for those who have heard of it, may be perceived as ‘overtly 
political', or dealing with sensitive issues such as race. It may also be due, in part, to 
the body of literature, such as that of Foreman (1998) and Nichols (1994), which 
refutes the claims of environmental justice advocates. Debates over whether 
empirical evidence supports or refutes the claims made by environmental justice 
advocates, regarding for example siting decisions, or risk analyses are an important 
contribution to relevant policy-making and scholarship, as well as to the efforts of 
grassroots advocates themselves. However, these debates, like those advocated over 
the contestation of sustainability by Huckle and Sterling (1996), are more 
appropriately used to enliven the intersection of social justice and environmental 
issues, rather than as tools to undermine awareness raising and action at this 
intersection. 

For the sake of university programs in sustainability, these varying perspectives 
on the efficacy of the environmental justice project constitute the beginning of an 
intellectual conversation, not the end. That the finer points of environmental justice, 
like those of sustainability, are still open to debate, and in some cases are 
unanswerable, in no way diminishes the problematic fact that many students are 
being trained to work in the ‘sustainability as science ’ realm, but are ill-equipped to 
negotiate the realities of the ‘ sustainability as justice and equity’ realm of the 
sustainability enterprise. 

For example, the highly charged political environment associated with the 
unequal distribution of the products of environmental degradation is a reality 
graduates of sustainability programs will face regardless of whether the unequal 
distribution is perceived or actual, intentional or unintentional. Employing 
environmental justice as an organizing framework for such programs (see the 
University of Vermont case below) will enable students to attend to these and other 
issues, including the efficacy of the various positions, in an intellectually robust way 
that appreciates the inherent social justice dimensions of sustainability issues. 
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EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE OF THE DISSOCIATION OF JUSTICE AND 
SUSTAINABILITY 

Despite the well-articulated theoretical linkages between justice and sustainability, 
there remains dissociation at the practical level. In municipalities and local 
governments, but less so in community organizations (Agyeman, Bullard & Evans, 
2003), there is a growing body of evidence of the rifts between sustainability issues 
and their social justice components. 

To find empirical evidence of the dissociation between social and environmental 
justice and sustainability at both the theoretical and practical levels, we can look to 
the growing post-Earth Summit (1992) interest in local municipal sustainability 
projects which often come under the banner of Local Agenda 21 (LA21), or 
‘Communities 21 ’ in the USA. Warner (2002, p. 37), in an internet-based survey 
found that “more than 40 percent of the largest cities (33 of 77) in the United States 
had sustainability projects on the web, but only five of these dealt with 
environmental justice on their web pages.” By ‘dealt with’, he means ‘makes 
mention of,’ and he categorizes the scale of ‘making mention' from the lowest: 
‘ education ,’ i.e. background information for users of the site, through 'policy,’ i.e. a 
stated policy commitment to environmental justice, to ‘ implementation ,’ i.e. 
integration of environmental justice into sustainability. 

He continued, “few communities were building environmental justice into local 
definitions of sustainability. Only five local sustainability projects made these 
connections: Albuquerque, New Mexico; Austin, Texas; Cleveland, Ohio; San 
Francisco, California and Seattle, Washington.” Only one city reached 
‘implementation’ : San Francisco, the others were all at the ‘education’ level, except 
Cleveland, which reached the ‘policy’ level. Warner’s (2002, p. 38) conclusion was 
that “while environmental justice seemed to be having an impact on mainstream 
environmental organizations and on government agencies, this did not apparently 
extend to groups working on sustainability projects.” 

Similarly, Portney (2003, p. 57) argues that “most cities that have sustainability 
indicators do not explicitly use social or environmental equity.” Yet a search of the 
database of the well respected training and consulting organization ‘Sustainable 
Measures’ ( http://www.sustainablemeasures.com ) under ‘race’ yields eight 
sustainability indicators in different US and Canadian cities, ‘ ethnicity ’ yields two 
and ‘ low income ’ yields fifteen 3 . What does this say about the integration of 
environmental justice into sustainability concerns in the US? It says that it is ad hoc 
at best, rather than fundamental or foundational. 

In addition, a 1999 research report by the Washington DC based Environmental 
Law Institute, entitled Sustainability in Practice, analyzed 579 applications to the 
US Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) 1996 ‘Sustainable Development 
Challenge Grant Program’. Less than 5% of applications had ‘equity’ as a goal, and, 
interestingly, less than 1% addressed ‘international responsibility’ (Friends of the 



3 Examples include: Racial and ethnic representation in Legislature; Unemployment rate by ethnicity; 
Occupational distribution of women and minorities; Number of homeless people; Number and value of 
business loans in low income area; Percent of jobs that pay a livable wage for a family of two; Number or 
percent of residents receiving welfare assistance. 
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Earth Scotland, 2000). Finally, Tuxworth (1996, p. 285), regarding the Local 
Agenda 21 surveys 1994-1996 among local governments in the UK, notes that 
"areas of policy work where the influence of sustainable development lies between 
'no part’ and 'minor influence’ are predominantly at the social end of the spectrum” 
including “social services, welfare/equal opportunities work, and anti-poverty 
strategies.” 



CASE STUDIES OF GOOD PRACTICE 

Despite this broader evidence of dissociation between sustainability and 
environmental justice, there are many specific examples of good practice, both 
within and outside higher education. Here we explore four university programs, one 
in Scotland, the others in the US, that are making the connections between 
sustainability and environmental justice. 

As the programs are all relatively recent, there is little literature on the 
implications of an environmental justice perspective for teaching and learning in 
sustainability. This may be due to the fact that ‘sustainability as justice and equity’ 
is harder for most to teach, in terms of both pedagogy and resources, than 
‘sustainability as science’. As we mentioned earlier, the ‘overtly political’ 
perception of environmental justice, dealing as it does with issues of race and 
poverty, may work against it. However, Kaza (2000) who looks at teaching ethics 
through environmental justice, perhaps has more to say than many. 



Queen Margaret University College certificate of higher education in environmental 
justice 

As part of Friends of the Earth Scotland's (FoES) ‘Campaign for Environmental 
Justice," the organization recently completed a three-year project developing links 
with community organizations across Scotland. Some 2,600 people were involved in 
providing information about their needs in relation to the future work of FoES. One 
of the explicit demands recorded in project evaluation feedback was a Level 1 
accredited course in environmental justice, which would offer community-based 
education and support for practical projects. Accordingly, FoES approached Queen 
Margaret University College, Edinburgh (QMUC), to validate a program (Certificate 
of Higher Education in Environmental Justice) which will be carried out by part- 
time study and delivered largely by FoES staff. 

The overall aim is to provide a flexible program of part-time study which enables 
learners to apply the concepts and approaches of environmental justice to 
community development in their own localities. More specifically, the objectives of 
the program are: to produce certified individuals qualified to undertake the role of an 
agent of environmental justice for the community in which they live; to develop in 
students an understanding of the ways in which relevant theories and concepts may 
be applied in the real world; and to provide access to Higher Education for 
individuals who otherwise would not find it available. 
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Among the modules constituting the certificate program are, ‘Principles of 
sustainable development,’ 'Principles of environmental justice,’ ‘Principles and 
practice of community development,’ 'Planning and environmental law,’ 
‘Citizenship, social movements and political change,’ and ‘Communications and the 
media.’ The combination of subjects in the program reflects the reality of 
community activists' work in defending or developing their community and its 
environment. Thus the program is interdisciplinary and combines theoretical and 
practical elements in a way that will appear cohesive from the perspective of the 
student. The nature of the student is the crucial consideration in identifying 
pedagogical approaches. Each learner will bring a unique combination of skills and 
experience to the program, and will seek to apply concepts and theories in the 
context of their own work within the community. 



University of Michigan’s degree concentration in Environmental Justice 

Within the University of Michigan’s School of Natural Resources and Environment, 
Professor Bunyan Bryant has managed to bring a robust social justice and equity 
perspective to bear on environmental issues. He and his colleagues have created an 
environmental justice degree concentration in the school based on the constellation 
of courses already in existence. Among others, they include: Domestic and 
international issues in environmental justice. Applications of environmental justice. 
Theoretical approaches to environmental justice, and Research methods in 
environmental justice. 

Pulling on disciplinary traditions in public health, urban planning, and ecology, 
the program is attempting to bridge the social-environmental divide by undertaking 
environmentally related community research, with an eye toward informing policy 
decisions and discouraging environmental racism. A strong theme running 
throughout the program is one of participatory research, wherein students are 
encouraged to go into surrounding communities and engage community-members in 
research designs that are appropriate to their particular needs. Integrating these 
hands-on experiences into the curriculum in effect bridges rifts between research 
and practice, and between academia and community, by producing knowledge that 
is relevant to local communities. 



Wellesley University’s Environmental Studies concentration in Environmental 
Justice 

In Massachusetts, Wellesley University is experimenting with an interdepartmental 
undergraduate major in environmental studies. In its second year, the major offers 
concentrations in one of four possible strands: Environmental justice. Environmental 
philosophy and ethics. Environmental policy and economics, and Environmental 
science. In keeping with the developmental trajectory new programs often take, the 
environmental studies program at Wellesley was built on resources that were pre- 
existing in the institution. Wellesley had strong social science and humanities 
programs which supported the development of their environmental studies program. 
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endowing it with a robust social science perspective. It is, in effect, a major that 
reflects what is on campus. 

In addition to an institutionalized social science perspective, Wellesley is an 
institution that values multidisciplinary studies. Many areas of study on campus 
follow a multidisciplinary model. Having that as the pedagogical and conceptual 
underpinning of the environmental studies program during its development brought 
together multiple disciplinary constituencies under the environment banner, rather 
than a center of gravity in the natural sciences. Finally, Wellesley has already 
instituted programs that have a strong ethics and justice concerns, such as their 
Peace and Justice program, Africana studies, etc. The goal from inception was to 
define the environment broadly and incorporate as many of the different 
perspectives on environmental issues as the school could offer. 



University of Vermont’s Teaching Ethics Through Environmental Justice 

Stephanie Kaza, an environmental educator at the University of Vermont uses 
environmental justice issues to produce an empowering curriculum. Kaza utilizes 
the liberation theology of Gerard Fourez to raise critical issues. Fourez developed a 
four step model which: assesses dominant social norms and names the promulgating 
agents; notes how these norms serve those in power; develops the process of 
‘conscientization’ and finally assists in the articulation of a structural ethics to 
address (white) privilege. Kaza and her colleagues use Fourez’s model to immerse 
students in environmental justice at the predominantly white and wealthy University 
of Vermont. She notes that through this experience, students recognize their own 
denial; they get firsthand experience of inequity ; they become aware of their own 
complicity, and finally, they witness resistance. An interesting exercise would be to 
utilize this model to teach an identical syllabus at a very diverse institution, and to 
share experiences and observations with Kaza and her colleagues. 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, we’ve explored what we consider to be the inextricable links 
between two contested public policy areas: environmental justice and sustainability. 
In addition, we've tried to relate these to what we perceive to be a dominant 
‘ sustainability as science ’ formulation in much sustainability education, arguing for 
a balance between this, and the less traveled path of ‘sustainability as justice and 
equity’ . We have, in support of this, cited four programs which we feel achieve 
something near this equilibrium. Our argument of course, is that students emerging 
from these "model” programs will be better equipped than their ‘sustainability as 
science ’ counterparts, to deal with the political realities of today (and tomorrow), 
wherever in the world they choose to live and work. 

Moreover, we have argued that environmental justice and sustainability are 
"logical companions”. The former reminds the latter of the pivotal nature of issues 
of justice and equity; the latter reminds the former of the importance of futurity and 
vision. Environmental justice is one of the few intellectual domains where both the 
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causes and effects of environmental degradation are seen as social and cultural 
phenomena. As Conway et al. (1999) remind us, there is nothing wrong with the 
environment; environmental degradation is first and foremost a human problem and 
its solutions are more likely to be found in the intellectual spheres that deal with 
human issues than those that deal exclusively with the natural sciences. 

If sustainability educators in higher education want to more accurately reflect the 
political and scientific realities of sustainability issues as they are occurring in the 
world outside academia, they would do well to incorporate a ‘sustainability as 
justice and equity ’ perspective. The only vehicle for this is the growing body of 
theory and practice we call environmental justice. This incorporation we see as the 
major challenge for sustainability educators. 
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APPENDIX 



PRINCIPLES OF ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE (1991)* 

WE, THE PEOPLE OF COLOR, gathered together at this multinational People of 
Color Environmental Leadership Summit to begin to build a national and our lands 
and communities, do hereby re-establish our spiritual interdependence to the 
sacredness of our Mother Earth; to respect and celebrate each of our cultures, 
languages and beliefs about the natural world and our roles in healing ourselves; to 
insure environmental justice; to promote economic alternatives which would 
contribute to the development of environmentally sage livelihoods; and, to secure 
our political, economic and cultural liberation that has been denied for over 500 
years of colonization and oppression, resulting in the poisoning of our communities 
and land and the genocide of our peoples, do affirm and adopt these Principles of 
Environmental Justice: 

1. Environmental justice affirms the sacredness of Mother Earth, ecological unity 
and the interdependence of all species, and the right to be free from ecological 
destruction. 

2. Environmental justice demands that public policy be based on mutual respect and 
justice for all peoples, free from any form of discrimination or bias. 

3. Environmental justice mandates the right to ethical, balanced and responsible 
uses of land and renewable resources in the interest of a sustainable planet for 
humans and other living things. 

4. Environmental justice calls for universal protection from nuclear testing, 
extraction, production and disposal of toxic/hazardous wastes and poisons and 
nuclear testing that threaten the fundamental right to clean air, land, water, and 
food. 

5. Environmental justice affirms the fundamental right to political, economic, 
cultural, and environmental self-determination of all peoples. 

6. Environmental justice demands the cessation of the production of all toxins, 
hazardous wastes, and radioactive materials, and that all past and current 
producers be held strictly accountable to the people for detoxification and 
containment at the point of production. 

7. Environmental justice demands the right to participate as equal partners at every 
level of decision making including needs assessment, planning, implementation, 
enforcement and evaluation. 

8. Environmental justice affirms the right of all workers to a safe and healthy work 
environment, without being forced to choose between an unsafe livelihood and 
unemployment. It also affirms the right of those who work at home to be free 
from environmental hazards. 

9. Environmental justice protects the right of all victims of environmental injustice 
to receive full compensation and reparations for damages as well as quality 
health care. 
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10. Environmental justice considers governmental acts of environmental injustice a 
violation of international law, the Universal Declaration On Human Rights, and 
the United Nations Convention on Genocide. 

1 1 . Environmental justice must recognize a special legal and natural relationship of 
Native Peoples to the U.S. government through treaties, agreements, compacts, 
and covenants affirming sovereignty and self-determination. 

12. Environmental justice affirms the need for urban and rural ecological policies to 
clean up and rebuild our cities and rural areas in balance with nature, honoring 
the cultural integrity of all of our communities, and providing fair access for all 
to the full range of resources. 

13. Environmental justice calls for the strict enforcement of principles of informed 
consent, and a halt to the testing of experimental reproductive and medical 
procedures and vaccinations on people of color. 

14. Environmental justice opposes the destructive operations of multinational 
corporations. 

15. Environmental justice opposes military occupation, repression and exploitation 
of lands, peoples and cultures, and other life forms. 

16. Environmental justice calls for the education of present and future generations 
which emphasizes social and environmental issues, based on our experience and 
an appreciation of our diverse cultural perspectives. 

17. Environmental justice requires that we, as individuals, make personal and 
consumer choices to consume as little of Mother Earth's resources and to produce 
as little waste as possible; and make the conscious decision to challenge and re- 
prioritize our lifestyles to insure the health of the natural world for present and 
future generations. 

♦Source: Principles of Environmental Justice (October, 1991). Ratified at the First People of 

Color Environmental Leadership Summit. Washington DC. October, 1991. 




CHAPTER 1 1 



LEARNING OUR WAY TO A SUSTAINABLE AND 
DESIRABLE WORLD: IDEAS INSPIRED BY ARNE 
NAESS AND DEEP ECOLOGY 

Harold Glasser 



The challenge of today is to save the planet from further devastation which violates both 
the enlightened self-interest of humans and nonhumans, and decreases the potential of 
joyful existence for all (Naess, 1995, p. 226). 



INTRODUCTION 

The world is shaped by the ways in which humans choose to live. Nature, as the 
material world and all its collective objects and phenomena, is embedded in our 
genes and our cultures. Our cultures, through their artifacts and actions, reflect our 
shifting attitudes toward nature. Our changing attitudes toward nature guide our 
shaping of it. And this refashioned nature, in turn, reshapes our cultures. 

Many of today’s environmental problems — global warming, stratospheric ozone 
reduction, biodiversity loss, pollution, water shortages, desertification and 
salinization, invasive species — are the unintended, unforeseen (but not necessarily 
unforeseeable) consequences of a failure to adequately appreciate the two-way 
character of this relationship. Humans can be positive and creative forces on this 
planet, but we must learn to live — and find joy living — in ways that celebrate and 
cherish the full richness and diversity of the Earth, both cultural and biological. This 
is, perhaps, the most vital challenge before humanity. 

Humans have co-evolved with the planet’ s other life forms and all of their terror, 
splendor, utility, and wonder. As ecologist E.O. Wilson contends, we have an inborn 
affinity for them — “an affiliation evoked, according to circumstance, by pleasure, or 
a sense of security, or awe, or even fascination blended with revulsion” (Wilson, 
1994, p. 360). We are a part of nature, but it is a nature that we continue to dominate 
and diminish through our collective efforts to refashion it in our own image. These 
efforts to distance ourselves from nature, to de-wild and de-sacralize it through 
continual marginalization and homogenization, may, however, only end up 
diminishing and de-humanizing us. We might, metaphorically speaking, be sewing 
the seeds of our own destruction with Round-up Ready Soybeans™, Bt Potatoes, 
and biopharming. The fatuousness of pursuing this de-wilding strategy to its logical 
end — setting ourselves apart from nature — should have been made vividly clear by 
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Biosphere 2’s manifest dependence on “external” ecosystems services — Biosphere 
l 1 . And yet, the essence of our humanity, which is somehow tied to the flourishing 
of the Earth's richness and diversity, still seems under-appreciated. The future is not 
yet drawn, but our everyday actions, in ways likely unclear to us now, are 
adumbrating its contours. 

Concern over the health, status, and character of the world, our inheritance and 
legacy to all the world’s future inhabitants, is on many minds and in many hearts. 
The primatologist Jane Goodall describes her sense of loss for a once fecund and 
diverse forest and despairs over the cycle of poverty that accompanies its destruction 
(Goodall, 1994, p. 21): 



A little while ago I drove along a road in Tanzania that once ran through miles of forest. 
Twenty years ago there were lions and elephants, leopards and wild dogs, and a myriad 
of birds. But now the trees are gone and the road guided us relentlessly, mile after mile, 
through hot, dusty country, where crops were withered under the glare of the sun and 
there was no shade. I felt a great melancholy, and also anger. This anger was not 
directed against the poor farmers who were trying to eke out a livelihood from the 
inhospitable land, but against mankind in general. We multiply and we destroy, 
chopping and killing. Now, in this desecrated area, the women searching for firewood 
must dig up the roots of the trees they have long since cut down to make space for 
crops. 



A quite different view of the “state of the world,” from a macro perspective, is 
offered by the Danish political scientist Bjprn Lomborg (2001, pp. 351-2), the latest 
author in the tradition of "doomslayer” Julian Simon: 

We are actually leaving the world a better place than when we got it and this is the 
really fantastic point about the real state of the world: that mankind’s lot has vastly 
improved in every significant measurable field and is likely to continue to do so.... 
[C]hildren born today — in both the industrialized world and developing countries — will 
live longer and be healthier, they will get more food, a better education, a higher 
standard of living, more leisure time and far more possibilities — without the global 
environment being destroyed. 



How do we reconcile the conflicting views of Lomborg and Goodall on the state 
of the world? Are their descriptions of "two” worlds simply the result of viewing a 
non-homogeneous world from two radically different scales? Or are they the result 
of fundamentally different perceptions of the same world, based on radically 



1 Biosphere 2 was created to explore the potential of developing self-sustaining environments separate 
from planet Earth — Biosphere 1 . A 1 .26 hectare greenhouse was constructed in the Arizona desert near 
Tucson. The greenhouse, which was designed to be hermetically sealed, was populated with a 
“representative” sampling of the Earth’s major ecosystems, including grasslands, marshlands, ocean 
complete with coral reef, and a tropical rainforest. In mid- 1991 four men and four women were sealed 
into Biosphere 2 for a two year adventure. A series of unforeseen events rapidly occurred. Oxygen levels 
dropped precipitously, levels of nitrous oxide spiked, carbon dioxide levels fluctuated dramatically, 
ecosystems failed, and over-harvesting ensued. In a short time, nineteen of twenty-four vertebrate species 
were extinct along with all of the nonhuman pollinators. Additional oxygen had to be added from 
Biosphere 1 (before the two years were out). The Biospherians also began turning the tropical rainforest 
into a farm and started smuggling in rations from Biosphere 1. While the experiment was ostensibly a 
failure, it presented us with a sobering clarification of both the significance of in situ ecosystem services 
and how little we understand about what is required to sustain them and us. 
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different values and distinctly different criteria and standards for judging what is 
important? 

Contemporary sustainability discussions, with their many diverse, competing, 
and sometimes conflicting perspectives, represent nothing less than impassioned 
conversations on the human prospect and the fate of the planet. The term 
“sustainability,” in its widest sense, can be conceived as a heuristic device for 
introducing, exploring, and peeling back the many layers of the human 
problematique. From a meta-perspective, three fundamental questions are suggested. 
First and foremost, “What makes life worth living — what truly nourishes and fulfills 
us?” Second, "Flow should we, as individuals and societies, approach the paradox of 
using but not abusing nature?" And finally, “What is our place on Earth — what are 
our responsibilities, duties, and obligations toward humans and nonhumans alike?” 
Exploring these three questions and relating them to the many interpretations of 
sustainability can help us make sense of the past, claim the present, and plan for the 
future. 

Sustainability is an elusive and inescapably normative term — it involves our 
values and subjective perceptions about the state of the world, technology, 
economics, and the value of all life. Characterizations of sustainability are 
inextricably tied to our views on the existence, or lack thereof, of real physical 
carrying capacity limits and social or human behavioral constraints that might affect 
our abilities to acquire and process knowledge, make wise judgments, govern, 
manage, and plan. For instance, when considering issues such as climate change or 
biodiversity loss, do we emphasize adaptation and change or conservation of 
structural characteristics? 

Any thoughtful consideration of sustainability demands a careful examination of 
four key questions. First, What are we trying to sustain — the human race, a viable 
economy, unrestricted technological development, our lifestyle, biodiversity, 
cultural diversity, ecosystem services, particular species? Second, For whom — all 
living humans, some living humans, future generations, all life? Third, For how 
long — till the sun dies, thousands of years, decades, the weekend? And finally. Who 
decides — who is making the decisions for the whom ? Flow did they come to be in 
this role, and what values and standards will they use to make their decisions? 

Two related questions also warrant consideration. First, does “to sustain” merely 
mean to keep in existence, to persist — regardless of the state of existence? A culture 
or species could be “kept alive” in a museum or zoo — just as with Ishi or a snow 
leopard 2 . Is this acceptable? Or by “sustain” do we mean something more akin to the 
flourishing of cultures and species? Second, does the particular “sustainable” world 
under consideration constitute a "desirable” world? Would we be spiritually or 



~ Ishi was the lone survivor of the Yahi tribe of Northern California. He lived in the "wild" until 1911, 
when he was found, emaciated and enervated, in the corral of a slaughterhouse. Ishi was delivered to the 
University of California’s Museum of Anthropology, where he spent the remainder of his life (some five 
years) under the care of the anthropologist’s Thomas Waterman and Alfred Kroeber. Snow leopards 
(Panthera uncia ) are solitary and very rare members of the Felidae family that are native to the 
mountains of Central Asia. Unfortunately, their beautiful, creamy gray and black spotted fur is a valuable 
commodity. They also suffer from habitat loss and fragmentation. Strangely, while they undergo 
increasing threats in the wild, they continue to breed successfully in zoos around the world. 
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aesthetically satisfied with a sustainable but much less diverse world of plastic trees 
and nature DVDs? Must the “sustainable” state also be socially just? What is the 
cost of going from here to there (or not going) — how are past relationships and 
traditions altered in the transition? Can it embrace serendipity and is it prepared for 
the unexpected? As with any complex multicriteria problem there will be competing 
interests and conflicts regarding the weighing of priorities. Are there provisions for 
addressing these in an ethically responsible and equitable manner? 

This is a representative selection of the many questions that can and should be 
raised when taking an open-minded, meta-perspective on the sustainability debate. I 
have coined the term “ecocultural sustainability” to refer to a state and process that 
is both desirable and ecologically-sound. In my view, realizing a state of ecocultural 
sustainability requires that we, at a minimum, can support over successive 
generations: (1) the flourishing of rich cultural and biological diversity; (2) forms of 
governance that are democratic, open, transparent, and socially just; (3) sufficient, 
bioregionally-sound, and respectful economies; and (4) accountable and creative 
economies that keep their ecocultural wake in-check by both learning from and 
working with nature and limiting the total life-cycle costs (social, environmental, 
and financial) of production and consumption. 3 

But is such concern about the future and the environment only limited to 
academics in writing chairs? Where does the public stand on these issues? Do they 
believe that significant environmental problems exist? How do they see the future? 
What is their stated willingness to trade-off standard of living for quality of life? Are 
they knowledgeable about the issues and do they possess a sophisticated 
understanding of them? What are their environmental values? 

PUBLIC PERCEPTION VERSUS ACTION: A PARADOX OF EPIC 
PROPORTIONS 

In the United States, the public has been surveyed on their perception and 
knowledge of environmental issues since the late 1960s (Dunlap, 1992; NEETF, 
2000, 1998). These surveys indicate a widespread sentiment that environmental 
quality is deteriorating at all levels — from the local to the global. These surveys also 
suggest that the public perceives environmental deterioration as posing a growing 
threat to human health and well-being. They also suggest that the public is willing to 
make trade-offs to garner improved environmental quality. When posed with a 
hypothetical choice requiring a trade-off between “economic development” and 
“environmental protection,” seventy-one percent of those surveyed chose 
“environmental protection” (NEETF, 2000). 

Conventional wisdom suggests that the environment is a luxury good — that such 
views will be limited to the citizens of wealthy, industrialized nations who can 
afford to be more concerned about environmental problems than citizens of less 



3 This definition of ecocultural sustainability is meant to exist as an ideal, as a state to strive for. It is, 
however, operationalizable and it is capable of being used in practice to establish a series of objectives 
and indicators for guiding design, policy, and decision-making and monitoring our progress toward or 
away from these objectives. 
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economically advantaged, so-called “developing" nations. Gallup's “Health of the 
Planet” survey, the largest environmental opinion survey ever conducted, suggests 
that conventional wisdom desperately needs revision (Dunlap et al., 1993a,b; 
Bloom, 1995). The survey, conducted in 1992, covered twenty-four nations, eleven 
classified as high income by the World Bank and the remaining thirteen representing 
high-medium, low-medium, and low income countries. The goal of the survey was 
to compare citizens’ views on the seriousness of environmental problems and gauge 
their support for environmental protection. 

The survey results indicate that concern about environmental problems, while 
widespread throughout the surveyed countries, is actually more significant among 
citizens of the “developing” countries. These citizens, who are often more directly 
dependent on the environment for food, water, fuel, and raw materials for building 
and clothing, believe environmental problems affect their health now and pose a 
greater threat for the future. They generally view their nation’s environmental 
quality as worse than those in the wealthy, industrialized countries. And while 
citizens of the industrialized nations all view their nation’s environmental quality as 
much better than the world average, only one-half of the “developing” countries 
view their nation's environmental quality as better than the world average. Given the 
tremendous economic disparities, it is astonishing that in nine of the “developing” 
countries surveyed, a majority of respondents stated a willingness to give 
environmental protection priority, even at the risk of slowing economic growth. In 
addition, in half of the “developing” countries surveyed a majority of respondents 
stated a willingness to pay higher prices to protect the environment. Finally, when 
asked, who is “more responsible for today’s environmental problems in the world," 
citizens of the rich and poor nations alike were both willing to assume significant 
responsibility for the Earth’s environmental troubles. 

Perhaps most surprising of all, are the non-anthropocentric, non-instrumental 
expressions of environmental concern. Despite the absence of instrumental gains, a 
variety of public opinion surveys demonstrate that a growing majority of lay people 
view the more-than-human world as intrinsically valuable — as having value in its 
own right — and deserving of moral consideration (Kempton et al., 1995; Dunlap et 
al., 1993a). The statement, "Plants and animals do not exist primarily to be used by 
humans” yielded a 69% approval rating in the "Health of the Planet” survey 
performed by Dunlap et al. (1993a). This viewpoint has also been supported by 
significant numbers of high-level policy-makers in Norway (Naess, 1986b; 1987) 
and high level European policy makers in the field of global warming (Glasser et al., 
1994). In a small, but unique survey on the perceptions of nature by young 
adolescents from urban and suburban Detroit metropolitan area schools, Wals (1994, 
p. 136) concludes that “[ajlthough all students are anthropocentrically concerned 
about pollution and other environmental issues, there are some students who express 
concern about the vanishing of nature areas as a result of human activity. These 
students seem to say that nature and the species that are part of nature have a right to 
exist on their own.” Sadly, while global concern for the environment appears strong, 
basic knowledge of environmental issues, at least in the U.S., appears woefully 
inadequate (NEETF, 2000). 
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We are left with a paradox of epic proportions. Concern over the health, status, 
and character of the world and stated support for the environment have generally not 
translated into effective action. Reading over a decade’s worth of State of the World 
and World Resources Institute reports, it is difficult for me to be as sanguine as 
Lomborg about the current direction of the world. As sustainability discussions have 
become more prevalent, many of the planet's vital statistics have shown increasingly 
downward trends. 

We are overmining ancient water supplies; desertifying and salinizing or paving 
over once productive agricultural lands; overharvesting forests and fisheries; 
proliferating the planet with toxic wastes and endocrine disrupters; and creating 
nuclear wastes that must be isolated from living systems for more than ten millenia. 
We are also now the primary driving force behind a warming climate with more 
intense storms. In the wake of our production, consumption, and waste generation 
spree are extirpated cultures, languages, and species as well as increasingly 
vulnerable communities and degraded, fragmented ecosystems. 

In short, we are building on a long-standing, hubris-filled pattern of planning and 
living that has had little regard for the environmental (and resulting social) 
consequences of our actions — a pattern that has been implicated in the collapse of 
societies from ancient Sumer and Rome to Easter Island. What can account for this 
disjunction between our stated concerns and our environmentally destructive 
actions? 

DEEP ECOLOGY: A POTENTIAL STRATEGY FOR WORKING OUR WAY 
THROUGH THE PARADOX 

The term deep ecology was introduced by Norwegian philosopher and mountaineer 
Arne Naess (191 2—) in 1972 at the third World Future Research Conference in 
Bucharest. 4 Naess coined the terms deep ecology and shallow ecology to juxtapose 
what he regarded as two radically different approaches for problematizing 
(. Problematisieren ) and responding to the ecological crisis. 5 Deep ecology calls for 
expanding our sphere of concern to all living beings — charismatic or dull, 
gargantuan or tiny, sentient or not. This wide -identification is characterized by the 
perception that all life is interdependent; common goals bind all living beings to the 
life process. In its most expansive form, wide-identification is the intuition that 
nature's interests and our own coincide. The purpose of deep ecology as an 
ecophilosophical approach is to encourage and help individuals to weave together 
their ultimate beliefs (including wide-identification), their life philosophy, and other 
descriptive and prescriptive premises about the world and ecological science into 



4 For a discussion of this inaugural presentation of deep ecology, see Naess (1973). 

5 For a more detailed, mature version of deep ecology, see Naess (1986a). For a concise overview of deep 
ecology that chronicles its key evolutionary changes and identifies the distinctions among the “deep 
ecology approach to ecophilosophy,” the “deep ecology movement,” and Naess’s “Ecosophy T” (a 
particular deep ecological total view), see Glasser (2001). 
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systematic conceptual structures for relating to the world — ecologically inspired 
total views or ecosophies . 6 

The “shallow,” currently more influential approach to environmentalism is 
identified with treating the symptoms of the ecological crisis, such as pollution and 
resource degradation. Its central concern is the health and prosperity of people in the 
economically privileged countries. This reform-oriented approach is grounded in 
technological optimism, economic growth, and scientific management, not in 
ultimate premises that plumb the relationship between humans and nature. A core 
premise is “all environmental problems are manageable” — nature is a puzzle to be 
deciphered by human ingenuity and manipulated, albeit more efficiently, for human 
benefit. From this perspective, remedy for environmental problems is limited to 
economic, technological, and managerial reforms. This effort to palliate human 
impacts, rather than probe and address their underlying causes, favors a search for 
“technical” solutions to what are more likely social, political, and ethical problems. 
By truncating the realm of problematizing, the shallow approach, perhaps 
inadvertently, prunes the set of conceivable social changes to a feeble 
incrementalism. 

The “deep" approach, on the other hand, while in no way discounting the 
exigency of addressing pollution and resource degradation, adopts a broader, long- 
term, more skeptical stance. Doubtful about technological optimism, critical of 
limitless economic growth, and decidedly against valuing nature in purely 
instrumental terms, it asks if the shallow approach’s proposed solutions take into 
consideration the complexity and insidiousness of the problems they hope to rectify. 
Drawing on a wide diversity of philosophical or religious ultimate premises, which 
acknowledge that every living being has value in itself, the deep approach sees the 
flourishing of nature and culture as fundamentally intertwined. Nature is viewed as 
mentor, standard, and partner rather than vassal. 

A key premise is that environmental management is much more about managing 
the habits and desires of humans than attempting to control nature. Remedy for 
environmental problems is sought by identifying and responding to the complex 
“root” causes of the ecological crisis, dedicating special attention to protect the wild 
and free from thoughtless human interference. Taking less for granted, the deep 
approach calls for the public questioning of every practice, assumption, and value 
that propels the ecological crisis. 

By juxtaposing these two, almost caricatured, perspectives, Naess employs a 
technique of Gandhian nonviolent communication designed to confront core 
disagreements. The central premise is that society’s potential to overcome the 
ecological crisis rests on guiding discussion and debate to its root causes. One of the 
primary root causes, Naess asserts, is the widespread disjunction between people’s 
core beliefs and actions. People, in general, neither comprehend how their practices 
and everyday lifestyle choices harm the environment, nor recognize how these 
consequences may be in direct conflict with their core beliefs — this is the primary 
weakness of the shallow approach. A crucial, underlying hypothesis of the deep 



6 For a detailed discussion of deep ecology as an ecophilosophical approach, with special attention to its 
policy implications, see Glasser (1996). 
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approach is that teasing out the presumed inconsistencies between an individual’s 
actions and their fundamental beliefs, while possibly engendering serious ancillary 
conflict along the way, will ultimately generate progress toward ecocultural 
sustainability. 

Naess argues that humans act as if we have total views whether or not we make 
such structures explicit. Because our decisions regarding society and nature are 
guided by our total views, Naess maintains that we should attempt to articulate 
them. By making these structures explicit, we expand both our opportunities for 
fruitful debate and interchange and our possibilities for creating policies that are 
consistent with our collective ultimate beliefs. Total views are dynamic and 
tentative, as well as adaptive and revisable. They are always fragmentary and 
incomplete, but this is no justification for abdicating our responsibility for 
attempting to articulate them. In fact, the goal of ecocultural sustainability hinges on 
our ability to integrate description with prescription in a manner that relates ethics, 
norms, rules, and practice. This integration is necessary, in part, because norms like 
“Respect for all living beings!” cannot prescribe behavior in particular situations. 
“Respect!” as a norm, neither implies that behavior towards all creatures should be 
equal nor that some creatures should not be eaten. “Respect!” removed from social 
context and the vicissitudes of life, cannot dictate conduct. 

This focus on praxis (responsibility and action) separates the deep ecology 
approach from more descriptive inquiries into environmental philosophy that focus 
on axiological questions, such as extending “rights” to certain nonhumans or grading 
intrinsic value. The ontologically inspired deep ecology approach attempts to 
counter the perception of fundamental people/environment and spiritual/physical 
cleavages. Its primary strategy for overcoming the ecological crisis is to help 
individuals avoid pseudo-rational thinking. 

Naess argues that many regrettable environmental decisions are made in a state 
of "philosophical stupor,” where narrow concerns are confused with, and then 
substituted for, more fundamental ones. In proposing the deep/shallow contrast, 
Naess applies his research on empirical semantics, philosophy of science, the 
inquiring skepticism of Sextus Empiricus, Spinoza, and Gandhian nonviolent 
communication. His technical semantic distinction is directed at our level of 
problematizing — the extent to which we can, and do, coherently and consistently 
trace our views, practices, and actions back to our ultimate beliefs or bedrock 
assumptions. 

In relating this notion of persistently asking deeper questions to the ecological 
crisis. Naess broadens his concept of "depth." In the context of deep ecology as an 
ecophilosophical approach, depth refers to both the general level of problematizing 
we employ in seeking out the underlying, coevolving causes of the ecological crisis 
and the extent of our willingness to consider an expansive array of social and policy 
responses, even if they necessitate changes that constitute a radical departure from 
the status quo. 

Rather than calling for a new environmental ethic or a radical change in 
fundamental values, Naess’s approach to ecophilosophy centers on transforming 
practice and policy by challenging us to develop more thoroughly reasoned, 
consistent, and ecologically inspired total views. Some will take issue with the core 
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premise underlying this goal. They counter by asking: Can thoroughly reasoned and 
consistent positions based on existing wide-identifying ultimate norms actually help 
to generate policies and actions that conserve the earth’s full richness and diversity? 
Widening identification may serve to moderate technological hubris by rekindling 
humility, but it cannot eliminate conflicts between humans and nature. Individuals 
will still choose to fell trees, dam rivers, drive cars, eat animals, use toxic chemicals, 
procreate, and pollute. Naess’s hope, however, is that they will be more mindful of 
the costs and web of consequences that emerge from these various courses of action. 

Expanding our concern to others does not, in any way, imply a consequent 
disregard or decrease of concern for each other, quite the contrary. As a farmer 
learns to listen to the land and work it well, the land has a way of bestowing well- 
being on the farmer. By inspiring love for life, encouraging accountability, and 
promoting methodical reasoning that integrates our feelings and emotions, the 
practice of forming a total view may work similarly. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF EFFECTIVE CHANGE STRATEGIES: FIRST- AND 
SECOND-ORDER CHANGE 

If we place any credence in the public opinion surveys on peoples' perceptions of 
the environment and we generally embrace the deep/shallow ecology contrast, then 
the broad-scale persistence of environmentally destructive habits cannot be 
attributed solely to a basic lack of awareness of environmental degradation. I repeat, 
the essential problem of continued environmental degradation is not a failure to 
recognize that there is a problem. Rather, it is what to do about it and how to go 
about doing it. Concern clearly has not yet translated into effective action. 

Why do people say they care about something and then seemingly act 
hypocritically — pursuing ends that appear counter to previously stated concerns? 
Explanations abound. Sometimes people are disingenuous or their concerns are 
superficial. 7 Sometimes people do not recognize how their actions can generate 
undesirable effects or serious norm conflicts. Sometimes people fail to appreciate 
the interconnectedness of problems such as consumption, economic growth, 
population growth, poverty, sprawl, poor health, ennui, and environmental 
degradation. These issues are exacerbated by the fact that the effects of the 
environmental problems we create are often separated from us in space and time, 
uncertain, and indirect — environmental problems often appear unrelated to the 
actions that engender them, in part because they represent the composite result of 
thousands or millions of similar actions by others. Sometimes society and 
government exacerbate these problems by creating perverse incentives (Weizsacker 
et ah, 1998) and social traps (Costanza, 1987). Other explanations also exist. 
Sometimes goals are in conflict — people may act "rationally,” but simply view other 
objectives or considerations as more meaningful or more pressing at the time. 
Finally, sometimes people recognize the importance of change and actually attempt 



7 Our previous discussion of the public’s perception of environmental problems and their stated 
willingness to trade-off standard of living for improved environmental quality demonstrates that the 
publics concern for the environment is serious and consequential. 
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it, but get stymied along the way. Change is difficult. This last explanation, which to 
some extent encompasses many of the others, is the central focus of this section. 

In the 1960s and 1970s Paul Watzlawick and his colleagues at the Mental 
Research Institute in Palo Alto, California, performed ground-breaking research on 
how problems arise and persist in some cases, yet are resolved in others 
(Watzlawick et al., 1974). A key insight from this research is that there are two 
fundamentally different types of change. "First-order” change occurs within a given 
system, which itself remains unchanged. Examples of first-order change include 
recycling, pollution reduction, and standards to promote increased fuel efficiency. 
However beneficial any of these changes might be, none of them individually, nor 
even all of them collectively, can bring an end to the ecological crisis. From the 
perspective of deep ecology, the shallow ecology approach is constrained to create 
first-order changes. "Second-order” change, on the other hand, results in a 
transformation of the system itself. It represents a radical break or logical jump from 
the status quo, and thus its practical manifestations may appear outlandish, 
irrational, or paradoxical. An interesting aspect of second-order change is that it is 
often not necessary or important to deeply understand the fundamental cause of the 
problematic behavior. 8 The crucial issue is to find a strategy for breaking the 
problematic behavior pattern and engender a new, more appropriate behavior 
pattern. A transition from our present state of unsustainablity to a state of global 
sustainability would constitute a second-order change. 

Watzlawick and colleagues identified three primary strategies for mishandling 
change (1974, p. 39). The first is what I refer to as "solution by denial.” It involves 
cases where some form of action is necessary, but none is taken. An example is 
Bjprn Lomborg's (2001) highly publicized, rosy prognostications about the “real 
state of the world,” which are intended to convince us that environmental quality 
and quality of life are generally improving and that the environmental community 
has exaggerated claims to the contrary. If Lomborg’s conclusions, which have been 
widely lauded in the media, were embraced uncritically, the public might be lulled 
into believing that there are no significant environmental challenges or that the 
poverty, disease, injustice, and biodiversity loss that spring from them are a mere 
fabrication of a cynical and self-serving environmental community. Lomborg’s 
cornucopian conclusions, however, are not drawn from a sound blending of science 
and values, nor are they based on a sophisticated and thorough statistical evaluation 
of existing data. They are based on what I call the “Don’t worry, be happy" theory 
of human progress. According to this view, things have been good in the past, so 
they will only get better in the future — the Earth is ever fecund and resilient to 
assault and, in any case, humans are creative beyond all imagination. What Lomborg 
is peddling is a sort of “environmental somnambulance” — a strategy for dis-solving 
the pressing environmental problems before us by sleepwalking our way through 



8 This important and subtle point represents an area where Naess and I may disagree. In my view, the 
deep ecology approach may help us to resolve the ecological crisis indirectly by focusing our attention on 
critical issues and stimulating second-order change, but without our ever truly identifying the “root” 
causes of the ecological crises. 
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them. He is preying on our seemingly insatiable desire for gratification and our 
general tendency not to postpone the same for the future or for future generations. 

The second strategy for mishandling change is when change is attempted for a 
problem that is essentially irresoluble or a problem that does not exist. Lomborg and 
many others argue that pursuing climate mitigation strategies would be an example 
of this form of mishandling change. Their argument is that the likely effects are 
uncertain and probably not very severe in any case (at least for wealthy humans). 
Mitigation measures would be expensive and preclude other much more beneficial 
investments. Taking a “wait and see” approach and adapting, if necessary, is seen as 
the only rational strategy from this perspective. 

The third and final strategy for mishandling change occurs when change is 
initiated at the wrong level. Two forms exist. A second-order change may be 
initiated for a first-order problem or a first-order change strategy may be applied to a 
second-order problem. In either case an error of logical type is committed and an 
endless, irresoluble cycle is established. In complex, difficult, or subtle situations, 
solutions may be initiated that not only do not produce the desired change, but 
actually exacerbate the problem. This is the insidious danger of the shallow ecology 
approach, which, on first principles, appears sensible, if not particularly effective, 
but harmless at worst. The shallow ecology approach represents an example of 
applying a first-order change strategy to a second-order problem. The general 
disjunction between people’s stated environmental concerns and their actions, which 
continue to perpetuate a state of global unsustainability, clearly demonstrates the 
necessity for a second-order approach to this problem. To change the world, we 
must change ourselves. But how should we proceed? 

WHY DOES THE PARADOX PERSIST? A DEEP ECOLOGY INSPIRED 
CRITIQUE OF ORTHODOX HIGHER EDUCATION 

To move forward, we must begin working our way through the paradox. We must 
consider the insights regarding change theory and reexamine the chasm between our 
stated environmental concerns and our generally unsustainable lifestyles. Now is the 
time to ask: What is higher education’s role in perpetuating the paradox? And how 
might it help resolve the paradox? 

A facile, although not particularly insightful, answer to the first question is that 
higher education, however well-intentioned, neither prepares us to recognize the 
distinction between first- and second-order change, nor helps us to contemplate the 
consequences of our everyday actions. From the standpoint of deep ecology, both of 
these explanations have merit, but they reveal only part of the story. As with most 
admonishments, they also belie many commendable efforts to do otherwise. More 
significantly, however, these explanations only probe the surface. 

I offer the following deep ecology inspired critique of orthodox higher education 
in the United States to highlight three core issues that lie below the surface. The first 
is higher education’s tendency to promote alienation from the non-human world. By 
focusing on dissecting, subduing, and transcending nature, we have, perhaps 
inadvertently, come to define ourselves in opposition to it. A consequence of our 
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anthropocentrism is ennui and estrangement from the world from which we 
sprang — the world we depend on for sustenance and meaning. Like a root-bound 
plant, this restriction of a key source of sustenance binds us in a perpetual state of 
immaturity. 

The second issue is higher education’s emphasis on producing and regurgitating 
objective information. This emphasis undervalues the importance of giving 
information meaning. It also undervalues the importance and excitement of learning 
how to seek out meaningful information. Amassing facts about the world or creating 
abstract models, which describe how subsystems in nature work, does not imply that 
we have an intimate knowledge of the world or the ability to restore what we have 
impoverished. Academe’s effort to neatly separate facts from values leaves us ill- 
prepared to process and make sense of information. We are left unable to use the 
information we have wisely — in service of the planet and people. 

The third issue is higher education’s promotion of passivity in relation to 
subjective, real-world problems. With regard to environmental problems, higher 
education prepares us to, at best, document nature’s decline or improve our 
understanding of the causes of the decline. Practical problem solving is generally 
viewed as mundane and unsuitable for scholars whose primary purpose is 
contributing to the growth of knowledge. Advocating for or against is seen as 
compromising one’s objectivity as a scholar and is usually looked upon with 
suspicion, mistrust, and disapproval. 

In summary, orthodox higher education and the intellectual tools and skills that it 
offers provide us with little protection from ourselves. The orthodox approach to 
higher education is shallow because it does not outfit us with the skills, tools, and 
vision to probe the depths of our predicament or guide our way to a sustainable 
future. Two examples underscore the depth of the crisis. Despite high levels of 
environmental concern, surveys that explore knowledge of environmental issues in 
the U.S. demonstrate that a profound environmental illiteracy persists (NEETF, 
2000; 1998; Kempton et al., 1995). These surveys also indicate that there is very 
little difference in environmental literacy levels between college graduates and those 
with a high school education or less (NEETF, 1998). While higher education 
institutions may be uniquely suited to help usher in a transition to a more sustainable 
world, a recent study by the National Wildlife Federation demonstrates that few 
have taken the initiative to actively incorporate sustainability considerations into all 
aspects of their research, operations, outreach, and teaching (Glasser, 2002). 

Finally, in relation to the question of exploring the relevance of second-order 
change, we must appreciate that academia has a significant investment in 
perpetuating the status quo. It protects this investment by promoting an ideology of 
disciplinary idolatry, anthropocentrism, infallibility, invulnerability, and — if all else 
fails — adaptability. After more than three decades of creating international 
declarations for environmental sustainability in higher education and nine 
declarations later, we are still creating new declarations for environmental 
sustainability in higher education. However insightful the Stockholm, Tbilisi, 
Tailloires, Swansea, Thessoloniki, and other declarations may be, their ability to 
facilitate second-order change has been limited (Wright, 2002). Change, especially 
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second-order change, can be slow and difficult. The need for new, second-order 
learning strategies cannot be more apparent. 

SECOND-ORDER LEARNING FOR SECOND-ORDER CHANGE: PEDAGOGY 
FOR A SUSTAINABLE AND DESIRABLE WORLD 

The deep ecology vision for a sustainable and desirable world calls for considerable 
social, economic, technological, and ideological change. 9 It acknowledges the 
inadequacy of applying first-order learning to facilitate second-order change. This 
vision sees academia as a place to: integrate reason and emotion (Naess, 2002), “test 
drive” new ideas, be captivated by the fervor of learning, develop our appreciation 
for nature, and learn skills and values that will prepare us to be a positive and 
creative force on Earth. Distinguishing between preparing people for a job and 
preparing them for life, it highlights the significance of promoting emotional 
maturity (Naess, 2002). While not attempting to dictate a particular set of values 
(except, some form of wide-identification), deep ecology offers three “tools” for 
helping us to reconsider our value priorities and more consistently relate them to our 
lifestyles and everyday actions. 

The first tool, “deep questioning,” has already been discussed at length. The 
second is the idea of “vital needs.” It is meant to help us contemplate the 
relationship between quality of life and standard of living. Beyond a certain point 
(that of satisfying our vital needs), the acquisition of more things does not generally 
lead to more satisfaction. Furthermore, the downstream consequences of satisfying 
these “non-vital needs” often stand in the way of others satisfying their own vital 
needs. While everyone will have a different concept of what constitute vital needs 
for their own circumstances, the goal is to have each of us consider the acquisition 
of every new thing in light of this concept. The third is the "principle of 
universalizability.” It is meant to help us reflect on the equity implications of our 
actions and acquisitions. When applied to any act or acquisition, we are to ask 
ourselves two questions. First, is it both possible and feasible for anyone in the 
world to perform the same act or acquire the same good or service? And second, 
what would happen if everyone in the world actually did act in the same fashion or 
acquire the same good or service? 

A final concept that may play a key role in facilitating second-order change, 
perhaps by serendipity, is Naess's concept of “beautiful action” (1993). Naess’s 
concept is an elaboration of Kant's distinction between “dutiful acts,” which are 
dictated by respect for the moral law, and “beautiful acts,” which result from 
inclination. By tapping into our innate affinity for nonhumans (biophilia), we may 
begin to reduce our dependence on prescriptive laws and regulations and cultivate a 
global society committed to ecocultural sustainability. 10 



9 See the Eight Points of the Deep Ecology Platform, particularly Point Six (Naess, 2002, p. 108-109). 

10 For a significant start along this path, see for instance the policy strategies used in the green planning 
efforts of the Netherlands and New Zealand (Johnson, 1997). 
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But how can this seemingly disjointed collection of tools and concepts from deep 
ecology help us with the central question of creating a pedagogy for a sustainable 
and desirable world? How can deep ecology help us create a learning community 
that engages the whole person — and the entire academic community — in the 
challenge of second-order change through second-order learning. Deep ecology can 
do this by helping us to see sustainability as an outcome and process as well as a 
catalyst for institutional innovation. 

Our earlier discussion on the disjunction between the public’s stated 
environmental concern and their unsustainable actions demonstrated that the 
paradox does not arise from a simple ignorance of environmental problems — 
although knowledge of environmental issues does not run particularly deep. The 
central problem also cannot be attributed to an unwillingness to change — although it 
is often not clear what to do and we often pursue ineffective change strategies. The 
solution to the paradox lies in activating and deepening our existing concerns, 
helping to make our actions more consistent with them, and choosing more effective 
change strategies, not in creating entirely new values for environmental concern. In 
order to do so we need to make the consequences of our actions more vivid, critical 
trade-offs more transparent, and value conflicts more real. We can do this by going 
back to our roots and creating a new core mission for higher education. 

ROOTS — Research, Operations, Outreach, and Teaching for Sustainability: 

A Deep Ecology Inspired Mission for Higher Education 

1. Help nurture a sense of wonder and a passion for life-long learning that 
integrates reason and emotion and stimulates our imaginations. 

2. Inspire positive attitudes toward nature. 

3. Create opportunities for regular and direct contact with nature. 

4. Provide more thorough, sophisticated, and realistic models of nature and models 
of how the environment functions (this includes understanding the many ways 
in which ecosystem services provide for our sustenance). 

5. Prepare everyone to consider and explore the impacts of everyday actions — on 
themselves, their families, their communities, and those distant from them in 
space and time, including nonhumans (this includes understanding how 
population, consumption, technology, and values inteiplay to generate impacts). 

6. Encourage open-mindedness and non-dogmatism in relation to discussion and 
problem solving. 

7. Develop the skills for wise or mindful decision-making (this includes 
developing skills in questioning the “taken-for-granted” assumptions about the 
world and society that currently perpetuate unsustainability). Help prepare 
people to distinguish between: needs and wants, quality of life and standard of 
living, benefits and drawbacks of new technologies, etc. 

8. Break down barriers of disciplinary idolatry and encourage true 
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary thinking. Infuse the entire curriculum, 
across all colleges, with a discussion of sustainability questions — from the 
impacts of globalization to the potential effects of a proposed application or 
policy. 
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9. Inspire a sense of responsibility and activeness in relation to pressing social and 
environmental problems. Promote planetary CPR — creativity, prudence, and 
responsibility in service of people and the planet. 

10. Support real-world problem-solving in service of people and the planet. 

1 1. Use the campus and the community as living laboratories. Create opportunities 
for research on: education for sustainability, sustainable living, ecological 
engineering, ecological design, ecological economics, sustainability indicators, 
green building, green business, green planning, sustainable agriculture, 
renewable energy, industrial ecology, life-cycle analysis, and sustainable water, 
fisheries, and forest management. 

12. Make academic institutions models of sustainability in all aspects of their 
functioning. Create a Campus Environmental Impact/Sustainability Committee 
and a Campus Environmental Impact/Sustainability Committee Mission 
Statement. Perform regular campus sustainability assessments and use these to 
refine and update campus policies. 11 

The deep ecological vision of higher education entreats us to wake up from our 
philosophical stupor. It asks us to develop our skills of self-criticism to new, 
unimagined heights; to distinguish between knowledge and wisdom; and to be active 
in relation to problems. It helps us to draw conclusions that are consistent with both 
our core values and a deeper, more informed understanding of the state of the world. 
And it does this not by demanding obeisance to a particular set of values, but by 
cultivating our own proclivities for love of life and helping us to integrate our core 
values with our lifestyles. In doing so, it helps us to resolve the paradox of the 
disjunction between people's everyday actions and stated environmental concern. 

CONCLUSION 



Whatever our job we need to integrate life theory and life practice, clarify our value 
priorities, distinguish life quality from mere standard of life, and contribute in our own 
way to diminish unsustainability (Naess, 1992, p. 303) 

Naess is fond of saying that he is pessimistic about the twenty-first century, yet 
optimistic about the twenty-second. If society is to initiate a paradigm shift toward 
sustainability and meet Naess’s goal, people today will need to do much more than 
simply muddle along becoming less unsustainable. A world that is less unsustainable 
is neither sustainable nor a positive vision for the future. Ultimately, we must shift 
our focus from preventing the destructive, which is a vacuous goal, to promoting the 
good. By drawing on our strengths as a species — ingenuity, sympathy, optimism, 
love of wisdom, potential to reason, capacity for transformation — we can inspire joy 
and hope and stimulate much more powerful, positive motivations. 

The practice of creating total views is a strategy for helping us to stay in-touch 
with how our lifestyles and everyday actions shape the world. Active engagement in 
the process can help us appreciate the significance and magnitude of the problems 



1 1 For more information on campus sustainability assessment (CS A), including rationale, trends, best- 
practice and a searchable database with data on more than 1,100 CSA projects, see the work of the 
Campus Sustainability Assessment Project (which I direct) at: http://csap.envs.wmich.edu/ 
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we create, as well as inspire sensitivity to the dilemma of trying to engineer our way 
out of them. By highlighting the importance of wide-identification and pointing out 
its existence in most of the world's religions and many of its philosophical traditions 
(if only as minority views), deep ecology offers a “middle way" between seeking out 
entirely new ultimate norms and ethics and presuming that no fundamental changes 
from the status quo are required. 

In the end, deep ecology opens more questions than it answers. Like a koan, this 
is its allure, frustration, and promise. As a pedagogical strategy, it is subversive. It 
inculcates a profound open-mindedness and non-dogmatism that builds our potential 
for creating positive, second-order change. 

Imagine that we (and enough others) do believe that the planet was not made for 
us alone — that we appreciate natures’ use value, cherish it as a source of inspiration, 
and respect its right to live and flourish. Consider what kind of world we might 
encourage if our actions and lifestyles integrate reason and emotion and are 
tempered by the intuition that humans are not the center of existence. The idea of 
humans as “plain planetary citizens,” but ones with unique capabilities and profound 
responsibilities, is not new. It is a thread that appears throughout history in the 
writings of Buddha, Asoka, St. Francis of Assisi, Aldo Leopold. Arne Naess, and 
many others. It just has not taken hold — yet. Human influence on the planet may 
ultimately be judged, not by our potential to transform it in our own image — which 
is considerable — but by our presence of mind and spirit, both as individuals and as a 
species, to exercise creativity, compassion, and restraint in service of the planet and 
ourselves. By choosing to reshape our relationship to the world, the world can be 
reshaped in positive ways. Our ability to bring about such change is only limited by 
our imaginations and our desire to learn how to be the change we wish to see. 
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CHAPTER 12 



THE CONTRIBUTION OF ECOFEMINIST 
PERSPECTIVES TO ST AIN ABILITY IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION 

Annette Gough 



INTRODUCTION 

Higher education institutions are the gatekeepers of knowledge production, 
accreditation, legitimation and dissemination. What they choose to include, exclude, 
or denigrate can make all the difference to the cognitive and operational capacities 
of their students as future citizens (e.g. Maher & Tetreault, 2001; Odora Hoppers, 
2001). 

In the past, in much of higher education women, as students and academics, have 
struggled for recognition (Christian-Smith & Kellor, 1999; Currie et al., 2002; 
Davies et al., 1994; Heilbrun, 2002; Kelly, 1985; Merrill, 1999; Morley, 1999), and 
women 1 have been overlooked in most sustainability programs through being 
subsumed into the notion of “universalized people” (Braidotti et al., 1994; 
Buckingham-Hatfield, 2002; Gough, 1999a; 1999b; Salleh, 1997). However, women 
have a distinctive contribution to make to sustainability policy, pedagogy and 
research that needs to be foregrounded. This chapter discusses research into the 
absences of women's perspectives from sustainability policies, pedagogy and 
research and argues that ecofeminist pedagogies and research methodologies suggest 
new possibilities for the development of sustainability in higher education. 

The ecofeminist movement has developed in parallel with the environment and 
environmental education movements since the 1970s, but there has been little 
dialogue between it and the other two. Chapter 24 of Agenda 21 (UNCED, 1992) 
had as its overall goal, achieving active involvement of women in economic and 
political decision making, with emphasis on women’s participation in national and 
international ecosystem management and control of environmental degradation. This 
perspective has been overlooked to date in most forms and sectors of education, so 
in this chapter I argue for the power and the promise of adopting such a perspective 
for the higher education context. At the technical level actions should include 



1 While I recognise that women are one of many marginalised groups in society, and discuss the 
importance of indigenous knowledge systems later in this chapter, the main emphasis in this chapter is on 
the contribution of ecofeminist perspectives to sustainability in higher education. 
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increasing proportions of women as decision makers in implementing policies and 
programs for sustainable development; recognising women as equal members in 
workplaces both with respect to workloads and finance; and including women’s 
perspectives in the content of higher education courses. However, it is equally 
important that ecofeminist perspectives inform research and pedagogies in higher 
education. In developing my arguments I focus on changing institutional and 
philosophical actions to make women’s and men’s lives in higher education more 
democratic, academic knowledge less partial, and sustainability achievable. As Uma 
Narayan and Sandra Harding argue: 

It is worth recollecting that the deepest forms of sexism and androcentrism - the ones 
most difficult even to identify, let alone to eradicate, have not been those visible in the 
intentional actions of individuals (which is not to excuse such overt or covert sexism 
and androcentrism). It has not been sexist or androcentric motivations or prejudices of 
individuals - their false beliefs and bad attitudes - that has given women the most 
trouble. Rather, it has been the institutional, societal, and civilizational or philosophic 
forms of sexism and androcentrism that have exerted the most powerful effects on 
women’s and men’s lives - the forms least visible to us in our daily lives. (Narayan & 

Harding, 2000, pp. vii-viii) 



GENDER EQUALITY AND SUSTAINABILITY 

The Rio Declaration (1992, Principle 21) stated: “Women have a vital role in 
environmental management and development. Their full participation is therefore 
essential to achieve sustainable development”. The recognition of women in the Rio 
Declaration was the result of lobbying by groups like the Women’s Environment 
and Development Organisation (WEDO) in New York. As WEDO co-chair and 
former US Congress member Bella Abzug explains, “although we women are the 
vast majority of grassroots activists, very few of us are in positions of power, setting 
the priorities and making decisions on issues to be tackled nationally and 
internationally” (1991, p. 2). So their goals are political: “to encourage women’s 
global solidarity and empowerment, to expand and deepen women’s networks, to 
educate and inform, and to create a local, national and global capacity to act” 
(Abzug, 1991, p. 2). The Johannesburg Declaration on Sustainable Development 
(United Nations, 2002) expanded on strategies to achieve women’s full participation 
in sustainable development and included strong commitments to ensuring women’s 
empowerment, emancipation and gender equality within all activities related to 
enacting the implementation plan from the Summit. 

Many texts in the past decade and more have argued that there is a close 
relationship between women and sustainable development (e.g. Braidotti et al., 
1994; Merchant, 1992; Salleh, 1997; Shiva, 1989), and most recognise that, while 
gender equality is a prerequisite for sustainable development, the relationship is not 
a simplistic one. Recently Susan Buckingham-Hatfield (2002) explored ways in 
which women have, and have not, become more involved in environmental decision 
making since UNCED. She concluded that health care, education and economic 
status are prerequisites for women to be meaningfully involved in environmental 
decision making, and that structural inequalities are currently overwhelming 
progress towards sustainable development. Eradication of poverty is recognised by 




